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 Much of the extant scholarship on Chinese identity has subscribed to the 
notion of the “Chinese diaspora”, implicitly associating Chineseness with a linkage to 
the Chinese homeland. In contrast, cultural critics like Ien Ang have problematized 
such terminology, arguing that there are many paths to understanding what it means to 
be Chinese. Ang has sought to “undo diaspora” by objecting to the Sino-centric 
connotations in the concept of a Chinese diasporic world. Her proffered solution has 
been based on the idea of hybridity amidst a contemporary global age, which she has 
applied according to the theoretical formulations of cultural thinkers such as Stuart 
Hall, Homi Bhabha, and Paul Gilroy. Such a vague, rigid hybridity-essentialist 
Chineseness theoretical binary is problematic. As Arif Dirlik and Antony Hopkins 
have reminded us, there is a need to ground the processes of hybridization and 
globalization within a historical context in order to transcend theory and understand 
reality. This dissertation therefore aims to answer the respective calls by Dirlik and 
Hopkins to historicize hybridity and globalization using the South Seas Society as a 
case study of a Chinese fragment in Singapore. 
 
 The South Seas Society is a scholarly organization with a primary aim of 
publishing research on the Nanyang, an entity now casually associated with the region 
known as Southeast Asia. This has not always been the case, and the changing 
meaning of the term “Nanyang” with respect to the Society’s interpretation can thus 
serve as a prism to explore the influences of hybridizing and globalizing forces. 
Indeed, the first “Nanyang” stage of the Society’s history, which lasted from its birth 
in 1940 to 1958, was characterized by the centrality of the Nanyang in the 
organization’s identity. Yet, the hybridity of this core was reflected in its changing 
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nature over time partly due to the effects of a regional form of globalization that saw a 
de-emphasis on the initial connection with the Chinese homeland and a gradual 
identification of the Nanyang with the Western conceptualization of Southeast Asia. 
Similarly, the second Singapore-Malaya(sia) (Xinma) phase of the Society’s past 
(1958-1971) also featured hybridizing and globalizing forces at work. This was 
evident from the multi-dimensional character of the organization’s Xinma focus and 
its linkage with global developments like the advent of Southeast Asian studies, 
achieved through a Xinma-Southeast Asia track. A third most recent stage of the 
Society’s history, from 1971 onwards, was marked by the fact that globalization 
contributed to the marginalization of the Society, a situation that prompted a search 
for a new direction through re-Sinicization, with the organization once more looking 
towards China in a move reminiscent of the China-based Nanyang studies which had 
spawned the Society in 1940. There was additionally hybridization since the 
organization’s re-Sinicization could be contextualized against the backdrop of a 
hybrid Greater China discourse on the global scene. These three phases in the South 
Seas Society’s history thus reflect the historical nature of hybridizing and globalizing 
forces, supporting the case for historicizing hybridity and globalization. 
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A NOTE ON CHINESE NAMES 
 
I have adopted both the Hanyu pinyin and Wade-Giles systems in this dissertation. 
Where names have appeared more often in Chinese or in Hanyu pinyin, the Hanyu 
pinyin system has been used. The same rule holds true for the Wade-Giles system. If 
possible, I have also included the relevant Chinese characters. 
CHAPTER ONE 
 
CONTEXTUALIZING THE SOUTH SEAS SOCIETY: 
AN INTRODUCTION 
 
The South Seas Society, Singapore (南洋学会 Nanyang xuehui), is a scholarly 
organization specializing in the study of the Nanyang (南洋), an entity now frequently 
associated with the region known as Southeast Asia. It was established over six 
decades ago, on 17 March 1940, primarily by intellectuals from China who were then 
residing in Singapore. Given the Society’s pioneer status among the Chinese 
intellectual community in Singapore as one of the oldest Chinese scholarly groups 
here,1 it is indeed surprising that the extant literature on this organization has been 
limited to mostly article-length factual accounts on the Society’s history and 
activities, the majority of which have been written by members, and only two 
substantial works in Chinese. 
 
The first major work is an unpublished Bachelor of Arts honours thesis written 
under the auspices of the National University of Singapore Chinese Studies 
Department which compares and contrasts the South Seas Society’s flagship journal, 
the Journal of the South Seas Society (南洋学报 Nanyang xuebao) (hereafter JSSS), 
with a counterpart published by another organization, Asian Culture (亚洲文化 
Yazhou wenhua), the objective of such a comparison being to analyze the 
development of studies on the Chinese in Southeast Asia from 1940 to 1997. 2 Where 
                                                 
1 On the issue of pioneer status, refer to “Kaituo Nanyang wenhua 46 nian: fang Wei Weixian boshi tan 
Nanyang xuehui (开拓南洋文化 46 年: 访魏维贤博士谈南洋学会)”, Lianhe zaobao (联合早报), 13 
Jul. 1986. 
2  Yang Guangxi (杨光熙  Yong Kwang Hei), “Cong Nanyang xuebao he Yazhou wenhua kan 
Dongnanya huarenshi de yanjiu (从《南洋学报》和《亚洲文化》看东南亚华人史的研究 A Survey 
of the Southeast Asian Chinese Studies through the Journal of the South Seas Society and Asian 
Culture)”, unpublished B.A. Hons. thesis, Department of Chinese Studies, National University of 
Singapore, 1997-8. 
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the South Seas Society is concerned, the contribution that this thesis makes essentially 
revolves around an examination of the various themes which have been featured in 
JSSS articles, with only a limited discussion of the organization’s other aspects, such 
as its membership. The second substantive writing on the Society is a short 
monograph by a member, who discusses the organization’s aims and activities. 3  
While this 59-page booklet is undoubtedly the longest work on the Society’s past, it 
serves as only a factual introductory guide, its contribution being restricted by the fact 
that there has been a widespread repetition of similarly basic factual information in 
other article-length accounts.4 What the booklet does offer are indices with listings 
and summaries of the Society’s numerous publications, including the names of JSSS 
articles, yet there is no real attempt at providing an analytical commentary. 
Furthermore, the time period under examination is limited by the work’s publication 
date: June 1977. There thus remains room for a more up-to-date, in-depth, and 
analytical examination of the Society’s history. 
 
In any study of Chinese communities scattered worldwide, there is a need to 
go beyond the approach of examining business networks and commercial activity in 
order to avoid an oversimplification of Chinese migration as being based on trade, an 
                                                 
3 Xu Suwu (许苏吾 Koh Soh Goh/Hsu Su Wu), Nanyang xuehui yu Nanyang yanjiu (南洋学会与南洋
研究 South Seas Society and Southeast Asian Studies) (Singapore: South Seas Publishers, 1977). 
4 For instance, Nan Guiren’s (南归仁) article is more or less a duplicate of another piece written by 
Yao Nan (姚楠): Nan Guiren, “Zhongguo Nanyang xuehui de chuangli he fazhan (中国南洋学会的创
立和发展)”, in Huaqiao, huaren wenti xueshutaolun ji Yao Nan jiaoshou congshi Dongnanya yanjiu 
liushi zhounian jinianhui zuanji (华侨、华人问题学术讨论暨姚楠教授从事东南亚研究六十周年纪
念会专辑), eds. Shanghaishi Huaqiao lishi xuehui (上海市华侨历史学会) and Xinjiapo Nanyang 
xuehui (新加坡南洋学会) (Shanghai: Shanghaishi huaqiao lishi xuehui, n.d [but based on a 1989 
conference]), pp. 48-68; and Yao Nan, “Zhongguo Nanyang xuehui de chuangli he fazhan (中国南洋
学会的创立和发展)”, Shijie lishi (世界历史) 3 (1984), pp. 71-78. 
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argument urged by Robin Cohen.5  Wong Siu-lun has also noted in his study on 
Shanghai industrialists in Hong Kong, “In South-east Asia, the term ‘Chinese’ is often 
regarded as synonymous with traders and middlemen. Yet among these overseas 
Chinese themselves there are different ‘speech groups’ or ‘sub-ethnic groups’ with 
their own distinctive occupational divisions”.6 It is thus clear that the experiences of 
Chinese communities worldwide have been, according to Laurence Ma, more than 
just “trade-based” since they have “encompass[ed] several constituent possibilities”, 
including cultural experiences.7 Hence, this dissertation will examine the South Seas 
Society with a particular focus on the issue of identity. 
 
Problematizing the “Chinese Diaspora”: Chinese Identity and Hybridity 
 A Straits Times feature published in February 2005 saw journalists sharing 
their reflections on their Chinese ethnicity in several articles collectively entitled, 
“What it means to be 华人 (hua ren, a Chinese)”.8 In one of the pieces, the author 
stated that she had felt “a deeper appreciation of China” as she had “gr[own] older”, 
arguing that she “d[id] not believe that by looking upon China fondly, [she was] 
betraying [her] home, Singapore”. 9  Although she emphasized that she did not 
perceive China as “the political entity that is the People’s Republic of China, but as 
the source and repository of a rich and ancient culture from which [her] own flowed”, 
                                                 
5 Laurence J.C. Ma, “Space, Place, and Transnationalism in the Chinese Diaspora”, in The Chinese 
Diaspora: Space, Place, Mobility, and Identity, eds. Laurence J.C. Ma and Carolyn Cartier (Lanham, 
USA: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2003), pp. 27-28. See also Floya Anthias, “Evaluating 
‘Diaspora’: Beyond Ethnicity?”, Sociology: The Journal of the British Sociological Association 32,3 
(Aug. 1998), pp. 561-562, for Cohen’s typology of “diasporas” which, according to him, can be 
classified into five categories: victim, trade, labour, cultural and imperial. 
6 Wong Siu-lun, Emigrant Entrepreneurs: Shanghai Industrialists in Hong Kong (Hong Kong: Oxford 
University Press, 1988), p. 1. 
7 Ma, “Space, Place, and Transnationalism in the Chinese Diaspora”, p. 21. 
8 The Straits Times (ST), 12 Feb. 2005, pp. 1, S10, and S11. 
9 Li Xueying, “I No Longer Think My Roots are Uncool”, ST, 12 Feb. 2005, p. S10. 
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her interpretation of what it has meant to be Chinese was problematic because it was 
Sino-centric: she equated Chineseness with mainland China. This has been similarly 
symptomatic of the term, the “Chinese diaspora”. 
 
 To begin with, the word “diaspora” derives its origins from the Greek term 
“diasperien”, with “dia” translating as “across” and “sperien” meaning “to sow or 
scatter seeds”.10 This was used by the Greeks in the context of their colonization of 
Asia Minor and the Mediterranean (800-600 B.C.E.). 11  Subsequently, as Khachig 
Tololyan has noted, from around the second century C.E. to about 1968, the usage of 
the term became Jewish-oriented, including features such as the fact that a diaspora 
was a consequence of “the departure of a group that already ha[d] a clearly delimited 
identity in its homeland”.12 The widespread use of the word “diaspora” today has yet 
another meaning. As Steven Vertovec has put it, “‘Diaspora’ is the term often used 
today to describe practically any population which is considered ‘deterritorialised’ or 
‘transnational’ – that is, which has originated in a land other than which it currently 
resides, and whose social, economic and political networks cross the borders of 
nation-states or, indeed, span the globe”.13
 
                                                 
10 Jana Evans Braziel and Anita Mannur, “Nation, Migration, Globalization: Points of Contention in 
Diaspora Studies”, in Theorizing Diaspora: A Reader, eds. Jana Evans Braziel and Anita Mannur 
(Malden, Mass.; Oxford; Melbourne; Berlin: Blackwell Publishing, 2003), p. 1. 
11  Robin Cohen, “Diasporas and the Nation-State: From Victims to Challengers”, in Migration, 
Diasporas and Transnationalism, eds. Steven Vertovec and Robin Cohen (Cheltenham, UK, and 
Northampton, USA: Edward Elgar Publishing, 1999), pp. 266-267. Refer also to Robin Cohen, 
“Diasporas, the Nation-State, and Globalization”, in The Global History Reader, eds. Bruce Mazlish 
and Akira Iriye (New York and London: Routledge, 2005), p. 92. 
12  Khachig Tololyan, “Rethinking Diaspora(s): Stateless Power in the Transnational Moment”, 
Diaspora: A Journal of Transnational Studies 5,1 (Spring 1996), pp. 12-13. 
13  Cited in Steven Vertovec and Robin Cohen, “Introduction”, in Migration, Diasporas and 
Transnationalism, p. xvi. Refer also to Floya Anthias, “New Hybridities, Old Concepts: The Limits of 
‘Culture’”, Ethnic and Racial Studies 24,4 (Jul. 2001), p. 631, for a similar definition of “diaspora” in 
its modern manifestation which places emphasis on the transnational aspect of the concept. 
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 Intellectuals such as Arif Dirlik have expressed serious reservations about the 
concepts of diaspora and diasporic identity. The idea of diaspora, Dirlik observes, has 
been used to challenge “claims to national cultural homogeneity”, yet there remains 
“the quite serious possibility that [diasporas] may reproduce the very 
homogenizations and dichotomies that they are intended to overcome”.14 He cites the 
case of the “Chinese diaspora”, of which he notes that due to “the fact that the very 
phenomenon of diaspora has produced a multiplicity of Chinese cultures, the 
affirmation of ‘Chineseness’ may be sustained only by recourse to a common origin, 
or descent, that persists in spite of widely different historical trajectories, resulting in 
the elevation of ethnicity and race over all the other factors – often divisive – that 
have gone into the shaping of Chinese populations and their cultures”.15 Such an 
emphasis on a connection with the homeland as the fulcrum for diaspora has been 
carefully charted by Kim Butler in her discussion of the discourse on diaspora. This is 
evident from her useful summary of the basic features of a diaspora which have been 
cited by other scholars. To Butler, there must be at least two destinations following 
dispersal from the homeland; there should be a perpetuation of a relationship with the 
homeland, be it “actual or imagined”, a linkage which “provides the foundation from 
which diasporan identity may develop”; the diasporic group must possess a self-
awareness of its identity; and a diaspora can exist only if there are at least two 
                                                 
14 Arif Dirlik, Postmodernity’s Histories: The Past as Legacy and Project (Lanham, USA: Rowman & 
Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2000), p. 173. John Lie and Ien Ang have also expressed concern over this 
limitation inherent in much of the extant literature on diaspora studies: see John Lie, “Diasporic 
Nationalism”, Cultural Studies <-> Critical Methodologies 1,3 (Aug. 2001), p. 356; and Ien Ang, 
“Together-in-Difference: Beyond Diaspora, Into Hybridity”, Asian Studies Review 27,2 (Jun. 2003), 
pp. 142-143. 
15 Dirlik, Postmodernity’s Histories, pp. 176-177. Floya Anthias has shared this concern: see Anthias, 
“Evaluating ‘Diaspora’”, p. 558; and Anthias, “New Hybridities, Old Concepts”, pp. 621-622. 
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generations of people in the destination countries following migration from the 
homeland.16
 
 By placing primacy on a linkage with the homeland, mainland China, 
advocates of the “Chinese diaspora” do not leave room for personal identification. In 
Sons of the Yellow Emperor, for instance, Lynn Pan states that she sees herself as 
“part of the Chinese diaspora”, having been “born in Shanghai”, “made an émigré by 
the terror campaigns of the Chinese Communist Party”, and “educated, in a manner of 
speaking, in Hong Kong, British North Borneo and England”. 17  While she is of 
course entitled to her own thoughts, in using such terminology as the “Chinese 
diaspora”, she has in effect extended her self-identification to describe all Chinese 
communities worldwide in her writings. This is problematic because it is a sweeping 
generalization. Not every Chinese would identify as closely as Pan to China nor 
equate Chineseness only with the Chinese mainland. 
 
 Ronald Skeldon suggests that while there has been a Chinese diaspora “in the 
sense of a spreading of Chinese peoples around the world”, to include the various 
waves of Chinese migration “as if they were part of a single migration is extremely 
deceptive” due to the “differences among and within migrant groups”. He thus 
chooses to place emphasis on “a varied and complex migration of Chinese peoples”.18 
While such analysis displays a commendable awareness of the nuances inherent in the 
                                                 
16 Kim D. Butler, “Defining Diaspora, Refining a Discourse”, Diaspora: A Journal of Transnational 
Studies 10,2 (Fall 2001), p. 192. 
17 Lynn Pan, Sons of the Yellow Emperor: The Story of the Overseas Chinese (Great Britain: Martin 
Secker & Warburg Ltd, 1990; reprint ed., London: Mandarin, 1991), p. xi. 
18 Ronald Skeldon, “The Chinese Diaspora or the Migration of Chinese Peoples”, in The Chinese 
Diaspora: Space, Place, Mobility, and Identity, p. 63. 
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notion of a “Chinese diaspora”, the fact is that Skeldon does not reject this 
problematic concept. 
 
Similarly, Mark Frost displays an implicit acceptance of the “Chinese 
diaspora” in his article, “Emporium in Imperio: Nanyang Networks and the Straits 
Chinese in Singapore, 1819-1914”.19 He declares that he aims to shift the focus of 
studies on Chinese communities around the globe away from “a sojourner-dominated 
perspective” in order to highlight the importance of the influence of the “Chinese born 
and permanently settled outside China”, doing so through an examination of the 
Straits Chinese community in Singapore. 20  While this makes for a commendable 
attempt to address the historiographical imbalance caused by the Sino-centric slant of 
much of the extant literature on Chinese communities worldwide, there is no real 
attempt to interrogate the notion of the “Chinese diaspora” in its various forms. Terms 
such as “diasporic community” are freely used, thus undermining Frost’s call for a 
shift away from the China-oriented sojourner approach. 
 
A fresh perspective on the “Chinese diaspora” has been raised in Ien Ang’s On 
Not Speaking Chinese: Living between Asia and the West. Through this work, Ang 
places primacy on the role of hybridity in understanding the globalized world of 
today, in which “we no longer have the secure capacity to draw the line between us 
and them, between the different and the same, here and there, and indeed, between 
                                                 
19 This article is a revised version of Frost’s earlier working paper, “Transcultural Diaspora: The Straits 
Chinese in Singapore, 1819-1918”, which was published electronically in August 2003 as paper no. 10 
of the Asia Research Institute (National University of Singapore) Working Paper Series, 
<http://www.ari.nus.edu.sg/docs/wps/wps03_010.pdf>. 
20  Mark Ravinder Frost, “Emporium in Imperio: Nanyang Networks and the Straits Chinese in 
Singapore, 1819-1914”, Journal of Southeast Asian Studies 36,1 (Feb. 2005), p. 29. Frost has, for 
instance, criticized the “sojourner-dominated perspective” adopted in Adam McKeown, 
“Conceptualizing Chinese Diasporas, 1842 to 1949”, The Journal of Asian Studies 58,2 (May 1999), 
pp. 306-337. 
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Asia and the West”.21 She agrees with Robert Young’s definition of hybridity, which 
emphasizes the anti-essentialist implications of the term.22 Indeed, she defines this 
concept as “the production of things composed of elements of different or 
incongruous kind – instigates the emergence of new, combinatory identities, not the 
mere assertion of old, given identities, as would seem to be the case in ultimately 
essentialist formulations of identity politics”. Hence, Ang applies this argument to the 
idea of the “Chinese diaspora”, problematizing it in arguing that the meaning of being 
Chinese “varies from place to place, moulded by the local circumstances in different 
parts of the world where people of Chinese ancestry have settled and constructed new 
ways of living”. There are thus “many different Chinese identities, not one”.23
 
To Ang, ideas such as that of a “cultural China” as posited by Tu Wei-ming 
are problematic. In discussing the formation of the Chinese identity, Tu’s approach 
aims at emphasizing the importance of the periphery, defined in terms of geographical 
regions outside China or non-adherence to perceived core Chinese values, by 
conceptualizing “cultural China” as “a continuous interaction of three symbolic 
universes”, namely, “the societies populated predominantly by cultural and ethnic 
Chinese” (as manifested in the examples of mainland China, Taiwan, Hong Kong and 
Singapore), the “Chinese diaspora” in the form of “Chinese communities throughout 
the world”, and finally, a third “symbolic universe” comprising “individual men and 
                                                 
21 Ien Ang, On Not Speaking Chinese: Living between Asia and the West (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2001), p. 3. The origins of the word “hybridity” can be traced back to pastoralism, 
agriculture and horticulture, with the Latin term “hybrida” referring to the “offspring of a tame sow and 
a wild boar”: see Jan Nederveen Pieterse, “Hybridity, So What? The Anti-Hybridity Backlash and the 
Riddles of Recognition”, Theory, Culture & Society 18, 2-3 (Apr.-Jun. 2001), p. 223 and footnote 4 on 
p. 239. 
22 As Floya Anthias points out, Young conceptualized the term “hybridized” in two ways, namely, as a 
word used to describe a mixture of various elements, and to describe “a process whereby (through 
dialogical means) a permanent space of discontinuities is constructed”; see Anthias, “New Hybridities, 
Old Concepts”, see footnote 2 on p. 638. 
23 Ang, On Not Speaking Chinese, pp. 38 and 194. 
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women, such as scholars, teachers, journalists, industrialists, traders, entrepreneurs, 
and writers, who try to understand China intellectually and bring their conceptions of 
China to their own linguistic communities”. He argues that to equate Chineseness 
with “belonging to the Han race, being born in China proper, speaking Mandarin, and 
observing the ‘patriotic’ code of ethics . . . [is] oversimplified”.24 Yet, to Ang, Tu’s 
call for the recognition of a “cultural China” can be “equally hegemonic . . . 
truncat[ing] and suppress[ing] complex realities and experiences that cannot possibly 
be fully and meaningfully contained within the singular category ‘Chinese’”.25 This is 
similarly the case with the conceptualization of the “Chinese diaspora” in the 
Encyclopedia of the Chinese Overseas edited by Lynn Pan, particularly the diagram 
delineating the various types of Chinese worldwide in the book, which revolves 
around the central position of China as the core of the concentric figure.26
 
Ang has even expressed her disagreement with Wang Gungwu’s take on the 
“Chinese diaspora”: while acknowledging that Wang has objected to the use of the 
phrase itself, she claims that it is necessary to go one step further than what he has 
done by not just emphasizing the heterogeneity of Chinese communities, but in fact 
problematizing the word “Chinese”. She cites Benedict Anderson as having 
accomplished this, pointing out that Anderson has argued that such an “identitarian 
conception of ethnicity . . . lacks any universal grounding” because it suggests that 
                                                 
24 Tu Wei-ming, “Preface to the Stanford Edition”, in The Living Tree: The Changing Meaning of 
Being Chinese Today, ed. Tu Wei-ming (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1994), p. vii. 
Refer also to his article in the same book: “Cultural China: The Periphery as the Center”, pp. 13-14. 
Other useful references are: Liang Hongming, review of The Living Tree: The Changing Meaning of 
Being Chinese Today, edited by Tu Wei-ming, The Journa1 of Asian Studies 55,1 (Feb. 1996), p. 157, 
and Cho-yun Hsu, “A Reflection on Marginality”, in The Living Tree, pp. 239-241. 
25 Ang, On Not Speaking Chinese, p. 44. 
26 Ibid., pp. 78, 85-87. The diagram can be found in Lynn Pan, ed., The Encyclopedia of the Chinese 
Overseas (Singapore: Published for the Chinese Heritage Centre by Archipelago Press and Landmark 
Books, 1998; reprint ed., Singapore: Published for the Chinese Heritage Centre by Archipelago Press 
and Landmark Books, 2000), p. 14, with the explanation on p. 15. 
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“[w]hever the ‘Chinese’ happen to end up – Jamaica, Hungary, or South Africa – they 
remain countable Chinese, and it matters very little if they also happen to be citizens 
of those nation-states”. She therefore seeks to “undo diaspora”, going to the extent of 
suggesting that “centuries of global Chinese migrations have inevitably led to a 
blurring of the original limits of ‘the Chinese’: it is no longer possible to say with any 
certainty where the Chinese end and the non-Chinese begin”.27
 
 Ang’s problematization of concepts such as the “Chinese diaspora” and her 
suggested framework of hybridity as the solution to understanding contemporary 
culture and society have certainly contributed to helping us comprehend what it 
means to be Chinese. Indeed, the use of sweeping terminology such as the “Chinese 
diaspora” should be avoided. Yet, her argument itself needs to be interrogated. To 
begin with, she does not perhaps accord as much credit as she should to Wang 
Gungwu for raising objections to the use of the term “Chinese diaspora” because she 
does not make clear the distinction between Wang’s perspective and that advocated 
by the “luodi-shenggen (落地生根 )” approach, 28  which has been manifested in 
projects such as the two-volume The Chinese Diaspora: Selected Essays. Such an 
approach places emphasis on “the planting of permanent roots in the soils of different 
                                                 
27 Ang, On Not Speaking Chinese, pp. 75, 83-85, 88; and Benedict Anderson, “Nationalism, Identity, 
and the World-in-Motion: On the Logics of Seriality”, in Cosmopolitics: Thinking and Feeling beyond 
the Nation, eds. Pheng Cheah and Bruce Robbins (Minneapolis and London: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1998), p. 131. Refer also to Ien Ang, “Beyond Transnational Nationalism: Questioning the 
Borders of the Chinese Diaspora in the Global City”, in State/Nation/Transnation: Perspectives on 
Transnationalism in the Asia-Pacific, eds. Brenda S.A. Yeoh and Katie Willis (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2004), pp. 179-196. 
28 In contrast, Huang Jianli has emphasized Wang’s reservations concerning the use of terminology: see 
Huang Jianli, review of Diasporic Chinese Ventures: The Life and Work of Wang Gungwu by Gregor 
Benton and Hong Liu, eds., Journal of Chinese Overseas 1,1 (May 2005), pp. 134-136. Refer also to 
the transcript of Laurent Malvezin’s interview with Wang, “The Problems with (Chinese) Diaspora: An 
Interview with Wang Gungwu”, reprinted in Gregor Benton and Hong Liu, eds., Diasporic Chinese 
Ventures: The Life and Work of Wang Gungwu (London and New York: RoutledgeCurzon, 2004), pp. 
49-53, 56. 
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countries”. Thus, The Chinese Diaspora: Selected Essays project claims to represent a 
shift away from two previous approaches based on, firstly, a “China-oriented and 
China-centred” approach that positions Chinese communities as “sojourners, orphans, 
or patriotic Chinese nationalists whose welfare, sole future, and final resting place is 
to be in China”, as well as on, secondly, assimilation theories.29 However, the fact is 
that the luodi shenggen schema does highlight the global existence and extent of a 
“Chinese diaspora”, and to therefore contextualize Wang Gungwu’s understanding of 
Chinese communities around the globe within the framework created by “the planting 
of permanent roots in the soils of different countries” does not do justice to Wang’s 
reservations about such diasporic terminology. Indeed, as a co-editor of The Chinese 
Diaspora: Selected Essays, he has revealed that he had to do “some heart-searching” 
about the use of this problematic title for the project.30
 
Such an oversight is symptomatic of Ang’s strong emphasis on hybridity’s 
anti-essentialist character, which can be problematic because there is an inherent 
tendency here to polarize hybridity and seemingly essentialist Chinese culture. This is 
in spite of the fact that she does not totally reject the notion of Chineseness, placing 
emphasis on unpacking this concept rather than writing it “out of existence”.31 The 
problem with Ang’s application of hybridity lies in her adherence to the theoretical 
formulations of various thinkers who have written on this notion. While the work of 
Stuart Hall, Homi Bhabha, and Paul Gilroy, for instance, has contributed to our 
understanding of hybridity, the usefulness of this concept has been limited to 
                                                 
29 Wang Ling-chi, “On Luodi-shenggen”, in The Chinese Diaspora: Selected Essays, vol. 1, eds. Wang 
Ling-chi and Wang Gungwu (Singapore: Times Academic Press, 1998; reprint ed., Singapore: Eastern 
Universities Press, 2003), pp. ix-x. 
30 Wang Gungwu, “A Single Chinese Diaspora?”, in Diasporic Chinese Ventures, p. 157. 
31 Ang, On Not Speaking Chinese, p. 92. 
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“destabiliz[ing] cultural identities of all kinds”, to borrow Arif Dirlik’s phrase.32 Jan 
Nederveen Pieterse has observed that there are various patterns of hybridity. Parts of 
his discussion are framed in vague, unhelpful terms, but one interesting point 
concerns the existence of hybridity that has a centre which serves as an anchorage.33 
Bearing this in mind would enable us to transcend the limitations of a rigid, 
theoretically-conceived hybridity-essentialist Chinese binary favoured by Ien Ang and 
other such cultural critics when relating hybridization as a real process to the Chinese 
identity. 
 
Another problematic area in Ang’s work revolves around her analysis of the 
linkages which characterize globalization in positing the relevance of hybridity. Her 
discussions tend to focus on the events of the past few decades, and doing so 
obfuscates the long histories of both hybridization and globalization. In the case of the 
latter, despite the emergence during the 1990s of “globalization” as “the catchword of 
the day”, this process is not a recent phenomenon. An argument has been made 
concerning globalization’s long history in Globalization in World History, which aims 
to explore the various forms of the process through the centuries, in addition to 
serving as a rebuttal against “the dominant assumption of the existing literature which 
holds that globalization is the product of the West” by highlighting non-Western 
                                                 
32 Dirlik, Postmodernity’s Histories, pp. 181-182. These three thinkers have indeed been dubbed “the 
three great contemporary prophets of hybridity” by Pnina Werbner: refer to Pnina Werbner, 
“Introduction: The Dialectics of Cultural Hybridity”, in Debating Cultural Hybridity: Multi-Cultural 
Identities and the Politics of Anti-Racism, eds. Pnina Werbner and Tariq Modood (London and New 
Jersey: Zed Books, 1997), pp. 13-15 for a brief description of their work. Nikos Papastergiadis’ 
“Tracing Hybridity in Theory”, in Debating Cultural Hybridity, especially pp. 258 and 277, provides 
useful descriptions of Homi Bhabha’s theories (see also Bhabha’s own work in Homi K. Bhabha, The 
Location of Culture [London and New York: Routledge, 1994], pp. 1-2), whereas Floya Anthias has 
written on the work of Hall and Gilroy in Anthias, “Evaluating ‘Diaspora’”, pp. 560-561. 
33 Pieterse, “Hybridity, So What?”, p. 236 and table 4 on p. 237. 
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manifestations of globalization.34 Similarly, like globalization, hybridization is not 
just a contemporary phenomenon. As Pieterse has pointed out, hybridization is a 
process which is “as old as history”. It is therefore necessary to adopt a “historically 
more plausible” approach towards understanding this process.35
 
A useful reminder as well as a starting point for my dissertation is Arif 
Dirlik’s critical observation that hybridity is “in actuality quite an elusive concept that 
does not illuminate but rather renders invisible the situations to which it is applied – 
not by concealing them, but by blurring distinctions among widely different 
situations”. He goes on to elaborate, “If hybridity is indeed pervasive, it is in and of 
itself meaningless – if everything is hybrid, then there is no need for a special 
category of hybrid”.36 The solution to this problem, as Dirlik puts it, is perhaps to 
“historicize hybridity”, because not doing so “dehistoricizes the identities that 
constitute hybridity, which, if it does not necessarily rest on an assumption of purity, 
nevertheless leaves unquestioned what these identities might be”.37 There is thus a 
need to ground the process of hybridization within a historical context in order to 





                                                 
34 A.G. Hopkins, “Globalization – An Agenda for Historians”, in Globalization in World History, ed. 
A.G. Hopkins (New York and London: W.W. Norton & Company, 2002), pp. 1-3; and Antony G. 
Hopkins, “Foreword”, in Globalization in World History, pp. viii and ix. 
35 Pieterse, “Hybridity, So What?”, pp. 222 and 231. 
36 Dirlik, Postmodernity’s Histories, p. 183. Pieterse has also posed the question, “[I]f everything is 
hybrid, what does hybridity mean?”, in Pieterse, “Hybridity, So What?”, p. 236. 
37 Dirlik, Postmodernity’s Histories, pp. 183 and 185. 
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The South Seas Society: 
Historicizing Hybridity and Globalization through a Chinese Fragment in Singapore 
 The case study of the South Seas Society in Singapore from 1940 to 2000 
allows for an exploration of hybridity and globalization within a historical setting 
because the Society’s fairly long past can be used to show that hybridization and 
globalization are not recent phenomena. Such a discussion using these ideas would 
simultaneously help us to understand the evolution of this Chinese scholarly 
organization’s identity orientation throughout the decades. 
 
The South Seas Society is an appropriate entry point to understand the 
evolution of Chinese identity over a relatively long period of time. The organization 
was founded in Singapore, which was an important part of the Nanyang (南洋), in 
1940. This region, its name meaning “Southern ocean” in Chinese, had been a key 
destination for Chinese migrants at least a century earlier, especially after the 1842 
establishment of Hong Kong, which served as a new launching pad for mass Chinese 
emigration. 38  Singapore, when placed within the historical context of Singapore-
Malaya(sia) (新马 Xinma), has been dubbed as the “heart of the Nanyang”,39 and the 
importance of this entity in statistical surveys of the Chinese worldwide indeed bears 
testimony to this fact. For instance, in his study of global Chinese migration over the 
course of a century from 1840 to 1940, Adam McKeown has estimated that out of the 
19-22 million Chinese who migrated to destinations globally, almost one-third 
migrated to the Straits Settlements (then comprising Singapore, Penang and Malacca) 
                                                 
38 Wang Gungwu, Community and Nation: China, Southeast Asia and Australia (St Leonards, NSW: 
Asian Studies Association of Australia in association with Allen & Unwin Pty ltd, 1992), p. 25. 
39 Ibid., p. 29. 
 15
and Malaya.40 Other academics have also furnished figures for the early 1960s which 
tell a similar story: out of approximately 15 million Chinese not residing in China, 
some 4 million were living in Malaya and Singapore, with Singapore on its own being 
the residence for more than a tenth of Chinese worldwide in 1963 (an estimated 1.3 
million out of a total of 12.68 million).41
 
Not only was the location of the Society’s birth significant in geographical and 
demographical terms, but it was also important because of what the Nanyang meant to 
the founding fathers of this organization. The Nanyang has often been casually 
equated with Southeast Asia, yet it is necessary to delve further into the historical 
nuances inherent in this term. As I will argue in my second chapter, the Nanyang was 
not only a name but an idea as well, one which has had a changing meaning and 
emphasis over time. The emergence of the so-called “Nanyang studies (南洋研究 
Nanyang yanjiu)” can be traced to China during the early decades of the twentieth 
century, and it was a scholarly tradition that spawned the Society. Even so, such 
research on the Nanyang had been influenced from the start by developments in Japan, 
particularly in the aftermath of the First World War (see 1a-1c in Figure 1). 
 
 
                                                 
40 See table 3 in Adam McKeown, “Global Chinese Migration, 1840-1940”, paper delivered at ISSCO 
V: the 5th Conference for the International Society for the Study of the Chinese Overseas, Elsinore 
(Helsingor), Denmark, 10-14 May 2004, p. 5, and Adam McKeown, “Chinese Migrant Networks in 
Global Context, 1840-1940”, paper delivered at the 3rd International Convention of Asia Scholars, 
Singapore, 19-22 Aug. 2003. For a published version of McKeown’s papers set in a broader context of 
global migration, both Chinese and non-Chinese, see Adam McKeown, “Global Migration, 1846-
1940”, Journal of World History 15,2 (Jun. 2004), pp. 155-189. 
41 Refer to table 2 in Dudley L. Poston, Jr., Michael Xinxiang Mao, and Mei-Yu Yu, “The Global 
Distribution of the Overseas Chinese Around 1990”, Population and Development Review 20,3 (Sep. 
1994), p. 641 and table 1 in Douglas P. Murray, “Chinese Education in South-East Asia”, The China 
Quarterly 20 (Oct.-Dec. 1964), p. 69. See table 1.1 in Ma, “Space, Place, and Transnationalism in the 
Chinese Diaspora”, pp. 13-16. 
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Figure 1: The South Seas Society’s Identity Orientation, 1940-2000 
 
 
     China Interest                     3b                     Search for 






   1b 
 
 
Japan   1c               Western Colonial and Post-Colonial 
Interest                          Interests in 








       Nanyang                    2a 
      Orientation 
 
1d                       Xinma/Singapore-Malaya(sia) 
          Orientation 
 
 
                                             Key to Figure 1 
 
 Change in identity orientation 
 
  Interaction 
 
1a Idea of the “Nanyo”: the Japanese equivalent of the “Nanyang” 
(1600s onwards) 
 
1b Impact of the “South Seas Fever” in Japan on the Chinese interest in 
the Nanyang (1900s-1920s) 
 
1c Prominence (1940-1945) and decline (1946-1958) of emotional ties 
with China 
 
1d Xinma/Singapore-Malaya(sia) located in the heart of the Nanyang 
(1940-1958) 
 
1e Regional globalization (part of modern globalization stage) (1946-1958) 
 
2a Change in identity orientation from Nanyang to 
Xinma/Singapore-Malaya(sia) (1958-1971) 
 
2b Xinma/Singapore-Malaya(sia) as part of Southeast Asia (1958-1971) 
 
3a Project to internationalize identity in response to the impact of post-
colonial globalization and consequent marginalization (1971-2000) 
 
3b Re-Sinicization (1971-2000) 
 
 17
Another factor which has had an impact on the South Seas Society’s identity 
over the decades has been the phenomenon of globalization. Antony Hopkins has 
classified globalization into four categories. Of these, the two developments of 
modern and postcolonial globalization are especially relevant to an analysis of the 
Society’s history. To begin with, “modern globalization” has been defined in terms of 
the rise of the nation-state and industrialization from 1800 onwards, which have 
“brought global influences into the more confined sphere of international relations”. 
Such influences resulted in an international order based on the operating principles of 
free trade and empire. However, as Hopkins points out, while the existence of 
colonies meant that the “[Western] agents of modern globalization greatly extended 
their reach”, they “never completed their control, even in the colonial world”. 
Certainly, there was a non-Western contribution to globalization, as evident for 
instance in the roles played by Chinese traders in commercial activity with the 
Western powers, which helped to cultivate a kind of “regional globalization in the 
South Seas”.42 Hence, while a China connection was inherent in pre-war history of 
the South Seas Society, the Nanyang location of the organization was reinforced by 
the immediate post-war move to base the Society permanently in the region, a 
decision which brought into play a regional form of globalization reminiscent of 
Hopkins’ example because of a gradual equation of the Nanyang with Southeast Asia 
and an increasing interaction between the Society and Western colonial scholar-
officials (1c-1e of Figure 1). Such developments in the early decades of the 
organization will be analyzed in my second chapter. 
 
                                                 
42 Hopkins, “Globalization”, pp. 7-9. 
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A further kind of globalization which influenced the evolution of the Society’s 
identity was post-colonial globalization. This stage of globalization emerged in the 
aftermath of the Second World War, being manifested in the dismantling of colonial 
empires and, to quote Hopkins, the advent of “new types of supraterritorial 
organization and new forms of regional integration”.43 Such global developments had 
a bearing on events in Singapore: for one thing, Singapore was transformed from an 
ex-colony to an independent nation-state, and it is within this framework of a rising 
stake in creating a sovereign country that the transformation of the South Seas 
Society’s organizational identity must be contextualized. Indeed, the Society was 
drawn into the nation-building project, partly via overlapping membership in a sister 
organization, the Island Society. This development was but one of several dimensions 
to the shift in the focus of the Society’s orientation from the Nanyang to Singapore-
Malaya(sia) (新马 Xinma). My third chapter will therefore examine such issues as the 
linkage between the organization and the global advent of Southeast Asian studies via 
a Xinma-Southeast Asia track (see 2a and 2b in Figure 1). 
 
In the latest phase of its historical evolution, the Society added an international 
dimension to its identity through a 1971 scholarly exchange programme between 
Hong Kong and Singapore, as well as subsequent forays into the international arena 
via the organization of various conferences. The fourth chapter of this dissertation 
will argue that these moves should be contextualized against the backdrop of post-
colonial globalization and the consequent marginalization of the Chinese intellectual 
community at large because of governmental policies aimed at plugging Singapore 
into the global economy. The South Seas Society’s brand of internationalization was 
                                                 
43 Ibid., p. 9. 
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one of several strategic responses to marginalization, and it was effectively re-
Sinicization due to the fact that it placed primacy on the role of the China-based 
Nanyang studies intellectual tradition which had spawned the organization in 1940 
(refer to 3a and 3b in Figure 1). There were also hybridizing forces at work in the 
background because the Society’s re-Sinicization effort can be understood in relation 
to the Greater China discourse on the global scene, the latter being a hybrid of various 
elements that included contributions on the nature of Chinese culture by intellectuals 
in Western countries. 
 
It is therefore clear that the South Seas Society has certainly not been a 
monolithic, unchanging entity, and its identity has similarly not remained static. 
Hence, my dissertation’s examination of the organization’s history right from its birth 
will reveal hybridization and globalization at work from 1940 to 2000. This study will 
thus demonstrate the importance of Arif Dirlik and Antony Hopkins’ timely calls for 
scholars to historicize the concepts of hybridity and globalization in order to 
understand the issue of Chinese identity. 
CHAPTER TWO 
 
THE MAKING OF A NANYANG SCHOLARLY SOCIETY: 
THE EARLY DECADES AND CREATION OF A NANYANG IDENTITY, 
1940-1958 
 
 On 17 March 1940, when the South Seas Society was established, the Chinese 
version of its full name was “Zhongguo Nanyang xuehui (中国南洋学会)”.1 The 
phrases “Zhongguo (中国)” and “Nanyang (南洋)” referred respectively to China and 
the region known as the Nanyang, whereas the term “xuehui (学会 )” could be 
translated literally into English as “scholarly society”. The inclusion of the first phrase 
indicated a connection with China, but what was the nature of this connection? Were 
the Society’s founders declaring their ties with the homeland from the perspective of 
sojourners as huaqiao (华侨) who intended to return to China, or was it a case of only 
a passing reference to a past heritage since the umbilical cord had been cut soon after 
their departure from China? As for the name “Nanyang”, did the term describe only 
the Society’s area of focus for detached objective research or was it a conscious 
declaration of a Nanyang anchorage? If the latter was true, what implications did this 
have for the organization’s membership and activities? Finally, if the Society was 
established as a “scholarly” group, what sort of scholarship did the organization 
produce? Were the Society’s publications and activities, for instance, similar 
reproductions of developments in China or was there other particular output? This 
chapter will address such questions in analyzing the changing implications of the 
phrases, “Zhongguo”, “Nanyang”, and “xuehui” as the South Seas Society developed 
during the first phase of its history from 1940 to 1958. I will examine the diverse 
array of elements which were infused into the organization’s identity through the 
                                                 
1 See the inaugural annual report (会务报告 Huiwu baogao) (HWBG), Journal of the South Seas 
Society (南洋学报 Nanyang xuebao) (JSSS) 1,1 (Jun. 1940), p. 95 of the Chinese section. 
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historical process of hybridization that resulted in the formation of an orientation 
which was a hybrid composed of these ingredients, but one with a centre based on the 
Nanyang.2
 
The time frame for the insertion of these elements could be divided into two 
sub-stages within this Nanyang phase. The first sub-period, which lasted from the 
Society’s establishment in 1940 to the end of the Second World War in 1945, featured 
an emotional link to the Chinese homeland that went hand-in-hand with a Nanyang 
anchorage because the organization was born in the heart of the Nanyang under the 
lingering shadow of a China-based tradition of Nanyang studies. The second sub-
stage, which saw the evanescence of the China connection and the gradual 
identification of the Nanyang with the Western conceptualization of Southeast Asia, 
began during the immediate post-war period as a consequence of the decision to base 
the South Seas Society permanently in the Nanyang. This move also brought the 
South Seas Society into increasing contact with the Western colonial scholar-officials 
of the Malayan Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society, therefore signifying a parallel to 
Antony Hopkins’ conceptualization of regional globalization expressed in terms of the 
commercial exchanges between Chinese traders and the Western colonial powers 
during the nineteenth century and the early decades of the twentieth century. 3  
Exploring the creation of the South Seas Society’s Nanyang identity, which took 
place from 1940 to 1958, thus helps us to understand the making of such a Nanyang 
scholarly society and how it responded historically to the forces of hybridization and 
globalization. 
                                                 
2 Refer to my first chapter for a broader discussion on the conceptualization of hybridity. 
3 A.G. Hopkins, “Globalization – An Agenda for Historians”, in Globalization in World History, ed. 
A.G. Hopkins (New York and London: W.W. Norton & Company, 2002), pp. 7-9. 
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Locating the “Nanyang” 
 It is now a common practice to conveniently equate the “Nanyang” with the 
region known as “Southeast Asia”, but such an approach has not done justice to any 
nuances inherent in this Chinese name. In fact, the direct association is frequently 
invoked almost sub-consciously since the Chinese characters in the term “Nanyang” 
can be literally translated into English as “Southern ocean”. There are works such as 
Poh Guan Huat’s study on Lim Bo Seng as a “Nanyang Chinese patriot”, in which 
Poh argues that Lim’s anti-Japanese activities from 1937 to 1944 were a mere 
manifestation of “Nanyang Chinese nationalism” and that Lim “was an overseas 
Chinese who still maintained a deep sense of loyalty to China, which he regarded as 
his mother-country”.4 Poh does not even attempt to analyze the origins of the term 
“Nanyang” at all and passes up the opportunity to relate the name to his interpretation 
that Lim’s self-perception was China-centric. Similarly, in the South Seas Society’s 
case, it would be convenient to assume that the phrase “Nanyang” was included in the 
organization’s name as an indication only of the Society’s area of interest, but to do so 
would be to neglect other nuances and implications inherent within this term. 
 
Historiographically, this is not virgin territory as several scholars have written 
on the origins of the name “Nanyang”. Wang Gungwu has observed that although the 
geographical boundaries of the Nanyang are now widely associated with the modern-
day geographical entity known as “Southeast Asia”, the term itself had in fact been in 
use by the Chinese “long before Southeast Asia was even thought of”. He has 
pioneered the argument that the notion of the Nanyang was more of a maritime 
commercial concept rather than a geographical or political one, observing that “going 
                                                 
4  Poh Guan Huat, “Lim Bo Seng: Nanyang Chinese Patriot”, unpublished B.A. Hons. thesis, 
Department of History, University of Singapore, 1972, pp. 3 and 49. 
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to the Nanyang” referred to migration by sea and it therefore did not comprise 
Chinese migration by land routes into Vietnam, Laos, Burma and Siam.5 Wang’s 
emphasis is thus on the accessible coastal belts. Gang Deng has also indicated that the 
name did not encompass travel by land. He has suggested that the origins of the 
“Nanyang” can be traced back to the early part of the fourteenth century with the 
writing of Chen Dazhen’s (陈大震) Dade Nanhai zhi (大德南海志 Records of the 
Southern Ocean during the Dade Reign, 1279-1307). The waters surrounding China 
were divided into four seas (海 hai) and three oceans (洋 yang). The Nanyang was 
one of the latter, and it stretched “from [the] South China coastline to Sumatra, the 
part of the Pacific south of around 20° N, including the South China Sea [南海 
Nanhai], the Sulu Sea, the Celebes Sea, the Banda Sea, the Flores Sea, and the Java 
Sea”.6
 
A third scholar Qiu Xuanyu, while also positioning the Nanyang as a 
geographical body, has argued that the Nanyang was originally described as the 
“Nanhai” in ancient China as early as the pre-Qin (秦) era, and that by the time of the 
Qing (清) dynasty, this region became known as the “Nanyang” as a means of 
differentiation with the “Beiyang (北洋 Northern ocean)”.7 This is similar to Ng 
Chin Keong’s observation that Southeast Asia was originally known as the “Nanhai”, 
but Ng has additionally suggested that the use of the term “Nanyang” became popular 
                                                 
5 Wang Gungwu, Don’t Leave Home: Migration and the Chinese (Singapore: Times Academic Press, 
2001; reprint ed., Singapore: Eastern Universities Press, 2003), pp. 298-299. 
6 Gang Deng, Chinese Maritime Activities and Socioeconomic Development, c. 2100 B.C.-1900 A.D. 
(Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1997), p. 4. 
7 Qiu Xuanyu (邱炫煜), “Zhongguo haiyang fazhanshishang ‘Dongnanya’ mingci suyuan de yanjiu (中
国海洋发展史上「东南亚」名词溯源的研究)”, in Zhongguo haiyang fazhanshi lunwenji (中国海洋
发展史论文集), vol. 4, ed. Wu Jianxiong (吴剑雄) (Taipei: Zhongyang yanjiuyuan Zhongshan renwen 
shehuikexue yanjiusuo, 1991), pp. 311, 312 and 322. 
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only from the early eighteenth century, being applied to “generally the region of 
Southeast Asia where the Chinese seafarers had reached by the South China Sea”.8 
Finally, Chen Jiarong has also proffered his findings. To elaborate, while the Nanyang 
has been commonly associated with the region now known as “Southeast Asia”, in 
ancient times, however, oceans were known only as seas (hai), hence the use of the 
name “Nanhai” as early as the Eastern Han (东汉  Donghan) dynasty. Chen has 
additionally noted that during the Song (宋) dynasty, Zhou Qufei (周去非) used the 
name “Nanda yanghai (南大洋海)” with Guangzhou (广州) as the reference point, 
whereas Zhen Dexiu (真德秀) used the term “Nanyang” but with reference to the 
waters to the south of Quanzhou (泉州). Such Song era understandings of the name 
“Nanyang” therefore could not be simply equated with the region now called 
“Southeast Asia”. Chen’s argument is that it was only in the Qing period that the 
geographical understanding of the Nanyang was comparable to the Southeast Asia of 
today, and it was during this era that the term “Nanyang” became more frequently 
used.9
 
Hence, it is clear from these interpretations of the term “Nanyang” that the 
geographical point of reference for the idea revolved around China, regardless of 
whether the various scholars have described it in terms of a geographical area which 
could be approximated with the region now known as Southeast Asia by the Qing era, 
or framed it in terms of a Beiyang-Nanyang axis. This China-centric nuance was 
                                                 
8 Ng Chin Keong, “Chinese Trade with Southeast Asia in the 17th and 18th Centuries”, in Kapal dan 
Harta Karam: Ships and Sunken Treasure, eds. Mohd. Yusoff Hashim et al. (Kuala Lumpur: 
Diterbitkan oleh Persatuan Muzium Malaysia, Muzium Negara Untuk Jabatan Sejarah, Universiti 
Malaya, 1986), p. 91. 
9 Chen Jiarong (陈佳荣), “‘Nanyang’ xinkao (南洋新考)”, Asian Culture (亚洲文化 Yazhou wenhua) 
(AC) 16 (Jun. 1992), pp. 146-147, 150. 
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indeed reflected in a tradition of studies on the Nanyang that was based in China, a 
tradition into which the South Seas Society was born. Although there had been works 
by Chinese intellectuals about this region in much earlier eras, there was no real 
systematic attempt by a defined body of scholars in China to conduct research on the 
Nanyang till the early decades of the twentieth century.10 Such an organized effort 
took the form of the field called “Nanyang studies (南洋研究 Nanyang yanjiu)”, 
which was multi-disciplinary in its approach.11 The informal consensus has been that 
the emergence of this field proper can be traced to the establishment of the Nanyang 
Cultural and Educational Affairs Bureau (南洋文化教育事业部 Nanyang wenhua 
jiaoyu shiyebu) at Shanghai’s (上海) Jinan University (暨南大学) in 1927, the first 
institutional setup dedicated to research on the Nanyang.12 The Bureau’s activities 
encompassed the publication of various periodicals, the most notable of which was 
Nanyang yanjiu (南洋研究).13
                                                 
10 Wang Gungwu, “Two Perspectives of Southeast Asian Studies: Singapore and China”, in Locating 
Southeast Asia: Geographies of Knowledge and Politics of Space, eds. Paul H. Kratoska, Remco 
Raben, and Henk Schulte Nordholt (Singapore: Singapore University Press, 2005), p. 64. 
11 Yao Nan (姚楠), “Liangci shijie dazhan qijian Xinjiapo huaren dui Dongnanya yanjiu de kaituo 
gongzuo (两次世界大战期间在新加坡华人对东南亚研究的开拓工作 The Pioneering Work of 
Singapore Chinese in Southeast Asian Studies Between the Two World Wars)”, in Overseas Chinese in 
Asia Between the Two World Wars (两次世界大战期间在亚洲之海外华人 Liangci shijie dazhan 
qijian zai Yazhou zhi haiwai huaren), eds. Ng Lun Ngai-ha (吴伦霓霞 Wu Lun Nixia) and Chang Chak 
Yan (郑赤琰 Zheng Chiyan) (Hong Kong: Overseas Chinese Archives, Centre for Contemporary Asian 
Studies, The Chinese University of Hong Kong, 1989), p. 25; and Xu Yunqiao (许云樵), “50 nian lai 
de Nanyang yanjiu (50 年来的南洋研究)”, <http://www.huayan.net.my/research/nystudy2.htm>. 
12 Some of the works which have cited the Bureau as the key development in Nanyang studies include: 
Yao Nan, “Liangci shijie dazhan qijian”, p. 26; Liu Hong, “Southeast Asian Studies in Greater China”, 
Kyoto Review of Southeast Asia 3 (Mar. 2003), <http://kyotoreview.cseas.kyoto-
u.ac.jp/issue/issue2/article_232_p.html>; and Wang Gungwu, “Two Perspectives of Southeast Asian 
Studies”, p. 65. As for the name of the Jinan organization and the year of its establishment, there have 
been some discrepancies. After careful consideration of the various sources, I have adopted the 
versions cited in the official Jinan history: Jinan daxue xiaoshi bianxiezu (暨南大学校史编写组), 
Jinan xiaoshi 1906-1996 (暨南校史 1906-1996) (Guangzhou: Jinan daxue chubanshe, 1996), p. 38. 
13 For a discussion of the Bureau’s other activities and its subsequent history, see Jinan xiaoshi, pp. 39-
40; and Xu Yunqiao (许云樵), “Cong ‘Nanyang yanjiu’ shuoqi (从‘南洋研究’说起 Notes on the ‘Nan 
Yang Nien Chiu’)”, Journal of Southeast Asian Researches (东南亚研究 Dongnanya yanjiu) (JSEAR) 
4 (1968), pp. 93-94. I will discuss further developments concerning the Bureau and Jinan only if they 
were linked to the Society in order to keep my discussion concise and relevant. 
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Significantly, the formation of this Shanghai-based Bureau was arguably the 
culmination of a Chinese intellectual interest in the Nanyang influenced in part by the 
“South Seas Fever” in Japan during the first few decades of the twentieth century.14 
The Japanese interest in the Nanyang had been manifested in the idea of the “Nanyo”, 
a Japanese equivalent of the Chinese name “Nanyang” and one which had been in use 
by the Tokugawa era (1603-1868). The popularity of the “Nanyo” had risen in the 
aftermath of the 1868 Meiji Restoration, and it is possible that the rise in usage of the 
name “Nanyang” in China during the early decades of the twentieth century could 
have been influenced by the increasing reference to the “Nanyo” after the First World 
War as a result of Japan’s rising interest in the region.15 Thus, the birth of the South 
Seas Society should be contextualized within a China-based, and possibly Japanese-
inspired, intellectual tradition which perceived the Nanyang not as the Southeast 
Asian entity with which we are more familiar today, but which “looked” south from 
China.16
 
Born in the Heart of the Nanyang under 
the Lingering Shadow of Sino-Japanese Research Interest, 1940-1945 
 While the intellectual lineage of the South Seas Society could be traced back 
to China and while Wang Gungwu has rightly stated that the organization’s founders 
“wrote very much in the shadow of the Nanyang Research Institute of Chi-nan [Jinan] 
                                                 
14 Liu Hong, “Southeast Asian Studies in Greater China”.  
15 Shimizu Hajime, “Southeast Asia as a Regional Concept in Modern Japan”, in Locating Southeast 
Asia, p. 85; Xu Yunqiao (许云樵), “Riben dui Dongnanya yanjiu de mudi yu chengjiu (日本对东南亚
研究的目的与成就 The Aims and Achievements of the Southeast Asian Studies in Japan)”, JSEAR 7 
(1971), p. 61; Paul H. Kratoska, Remco Raben, and Henk Schulte Nordholt, “Locating Southeast 
Asia”, in Locating Southeast Asia, p. 8; Wang Gungwu, “Two Perspectives of Southeast Asian 
Studies”, p. 65; and Yao Nan (姚楠), “Ershi shiji Zhongguo dui Dongnanyashi he haiwai huarenshi 
yanjiu gaikuang (二十世纪中国对东南亚史和海外华人史研究概况)”, working paper, Centre for 
Contemporary Asian Studies, The Chinese University of Hong Kong, June 1986, p. 3. 
16 Yao Nan (姚楠), Xingyunyeyuji (星云椰雨集) (Singapore: Singapore News & Publications Ltd. 
[Book Publications Dept.], 1984), p. 2. 
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University in Shanghai”,17  the “cradle for its initial development” was located in 
Singapore, the “heart of the Nanyang”.18 Members of the Sin Chew Jit Poh (星洲日
报 Xingzhou ribao), a Chinese-language newspaper which had been founded by Aw 
Boon Haw (胡文虎 Hu Wenhu) on 15 January 1929, played a particularly important 
role in the Society’s birth.19 Of the eight co-founders of the organization, inaugurated 
on 17 March 1940 at the Southern Hotel (南天酒楼 Nantian jiulou) in Eu Tong Sen 
Street, Singapore, five of the six who were actually present at this first meeting were 
linked to the newspaper, and these five also constituted the majority in the seven-
member inaugural council.20 Guan Chupu (关楚璞 Kwan Chu Poh) had been the first 
of the founders to join the Sin Chew Jit Poh, being appointed the newspaper’s chief 
editor in 1937. He had been followed by Yu Dafu (郁达夫 Yue Daff), the celebrated 
writer who had become the literary supplement editor in 1938. The following year, in 
1939, Yao Nan (姚楠 T.L. Yao/Yao Tse-liang/Yao Tsu Liang), Xu Yunqiao (许云樵 
Hsu Yun Tsiao/Hsu Yun-Tsiao/Hsu Yun-ts’iao), and Zhang Liqian (张礼千 Chang 
Lee Chien/Chang Li-chien) had all joined the newspaper as well. 
                                                 
17 Wang Gungwu, China and the Chinese Overseas (Singapore: Times Academic Press, 1991; reprint 
ed., Singapore: Times Academic Press, 1997), p. 34. 
18 The source for the “cradle” description is: Gwee Yee Hean, “South Seas Society: Past, Present and 
Future”, JSSS 33 (1978), p. 32. The “heart of the Nanyang” description applied to Singapore as part of 
the historical entity of Singapore and Malaya (新马 Xinma): Wang Gungwu, Community and Nation: 
China, Southeast Asia and Australia (St Leonards, NSW: Asian Studies Association of Australia in 
association with Allen & Unwin Pty ltd, 1992), p. 29. 
19 “Xingzhou (星洲)” was used as a reference to Singapore, a practice which could supposedly be 
traced back to the nineteenth century. The rationale was that “zhou” meant a habitable place 
surrounded by water and “xing”, which sounded like the first character of Singapore’s name “Xinjiapo 
(新加坡)” and literally meaning “star”, referred to the lights of the numerous ships anchored in 
Singapore harbour that shone brightly like stars at night: Yao Nan, Xingyunyeyuji, p. 6. 
20 The two absent founders who were on the council were Liu Shimu (刘士木 Lou Shih Mo/Liu Shih-
Moh) and Li Changfu (李长傅 Lee Chan Foo/Lee Chang-foo), whereas Han Huaizhun (韩槐准 Han 
Wai Toon) was the only co-founder who was not part of the council and whose co-founder status has 
therefore tended to be overlooked in most accounts of the Society’s establishment with the main 
exception being Yao Nan, Xingyunyeyuji, p. 53. Refer also to “Officers of the South Seas Society”, 
JSSS 1,1 (Jun. 1940), p. 3 of the English section. 
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The Sin Chew Jit Poh also served as the “cradle” for the South Seas Society’s 
founding because the latter three founders, Yao, Xu and Zhang, worked together on 
the Xingzhou ribao shizhou jinian zhuankan (星洲日报十周纪念专刊 Sin Chew Jit 
Poh Tenth Anniversary Souvenir Issue, more frequently known as 星洲十年 
Xingzhou shinian), which was published on 15 January 1939 and which encompassed 
discussions on politics, economics, culture and society as well as an appendix 
chronicling Singapore’s history from 1819 and an article on the Aw family. 21  
Furthermore, the other two founders who worked for the newspaper, Guan and Yu, 
also featured prominently in this project since they wrote articles for the front page of 
this commemorative edition.22 The newspaper itself additionally featured articles on 
the Nanyang written by the editors who were to establish the Society the following 
year. There was, for instance, a column entitled “Nanyang wenhua (南洋文化 
Nanyang Culture)”, which made its first appearance on 1 June 1940 on the initiative 
of Yao Nan through a combination of the columns on “Nanyang shidi (南洋史地 
Nanyang history and geography)”, which Xu Yunqiao had previously edited, and 
                                                 
21  The Sin Chew Jit Poh’s rival, the Nanyang Siang Pau (南洋商报  Nanyang shangbao), also 
published a similar work that same year (1939), the Nanyang nianjian (南洋年鉴 Nanyang Siang Pau 
Yearbook). Whereas the Xingzhou shinian focused on developments in Singapore and Malaya, the 
Nanyang nianjian’s coverage was broader since the publication examined other countries in the 
Nanyang as well. As for the South Seas Society founders, they were not involved in work on the 
Nanyang nianjian nor did they work for the Nanyang Siang Pau during this period. For brief comments 
on the Nanyang nianjian and the Nanyang Siang Pau from Yao Nan’s perspective, refer to his 
Xingyunyeyuji, pp. 16-17. 
22 For plates of the cover page, see Zhuo Nansheng (卓南生), ed., Sin Chew Jit Poh 50th Anniversary 
Souvenir Magazine 1929-1979 (从星洲日报看星洲 50 年 1929-1979 Cong Xingzhou ribao kan 
Xingzhou 50 nian 1929-1979) (Singapore: Sin Chew Jit Poh, 1979; reprint ed., Singapore: Sin Chew Jit 
Poh, 1980), p. B34; and Our 70 Years: History of Leading Chinese Newspapers in Singapore 1923-
1993 (我们的七十年: 新加坡华文报大事记, 主要华文报简史, 从华文报看新加坡七十年 Women 
de qishi nian: Xinjiapo huawenbao dashiji, zhuyao huawenbao jianshi, conghuawenbao kan xinjiapo 
qishi nian) (Singapore: Chinese Newspapers Division, Singapore Press Holdings Limited, 1993), p. 
122. 
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“Nanyang jingji (南洋经济 Nanyang economics)”, previously under Zhang Liqian. 
The first article for this new column was written by Xu.23
 
To carry the parent-child analogy further, the South Seas Society’s 
relationship with the Sin Chew Jit Poh could additionally be likened to that of an 
infant abandoned at birth because the inclusion of articles on the Nanyang in the 
newspaper was a financially unfeasible exercise. Guan therefore supported the 
formation of the Society partly to provide an alternative avenue for Yao, Xu and 
Zhang to depart and carry on their work elsewhere rather than staying with the 
newspaper. Yao was aware of this ulterior motive but did not blame Guan for being 
true to his responsibilities as the newspaper’s chief editor. Nevertheless, Yao chose 
not to share this information with Xu and Zhang.24
 
The collaboration of these scholars through projects under the auspices of the 
Sin Chew Jit Poh and their subsequent establishment of the first Nanyang-based 
organization specializing in research on the region thus represented the emergence of 
a new approach on understanding the Nanyang which could, nonetheless, trace its 
lineage to the original tradition of Nanyang studies founded and based in China.25 
This was because in being part of the waves of China-born intellectuals who “came to 
the Nanyang (南来 Nanlai)” from the 1920s onwards,26 the South Seas Society’s 
                                                 
23 Yao Nan, “Liangci shijie dazhan qijian”, p. 30. 
24 Yao Nan, Xingyunyeyuji, pp. 50-51. 
25 Yao Nan, “Liangci shijie dazhan qijian”, p. 35. 
26  The phrase “Nanlai” has been frequently used to describe these migrant intellectuals: see for 
example Nanlai zuojia yanjiu ziliao (南来作家研究资料 Songs of the South: Research Materials on 
Chinese Authors in Singapore, 1920-1965) (Singapore: National Library Board, Singapore, and 
Xinjiapo wenyi xiehui, c. 2003), pp. 10-11 as well as table 1-1 on p. 13 for the names of other such 
migrants. Refer also to Gwee, “South Seas Society”, p. 31. 
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founders were pioneering a way of looking at the Nanyang from the perspective of the 
region itself, yet not repudiating the debt owed to the China-based intellectual 
tradition. Indeed, the Society’s first annual general meeting was held in Thailand on 2 
January 1941 to reflect the recent enrolment of a relatively considerable number of 
Thai members, and this Thai connection also served to indicate the beginnings of the 
organization’s Nanyang identity.27  Xu Yunqiao’s definition of the Nanyang in an 
article that same year was a further reflection of the identification with the area: he 
did not adopt a China-centric approach of “looking south”, instead stating that the 
region could be delineated in terms of the East Indies, Indochina, the Malay 
Archipelago and Peninsular Malaya. However, the fact that he regarded the name 
“Nanyang” as one used by “Zhongguoren (中国人)”, literally meaning “people of 
China”, was a reminder that the Society had not severed its connection with China.28
 
This initial Nanyang-China duality in the South Seas Society’s identity was 
evident also from its founders’ backgrounds and perspectives, as well as from the 
organization’s pre-Second World War and war-time activities. For example, even 
though they had “come to the Nanyang”, the founding members saw China as the 
“zuguo (祖国 homeland)” and referred to themselves as “huaqiao (华侨)”.29 The 
latter term has been loosely translated as “sojourner”, and as Wang Gungwu has 
                                                 
27 1941 HWBG, JSSS 2,1 (Mar. 1941), p. 128 of the Chinese section; and Yao Nan (姚楠), Nantian 
yumo (南天余墨) (Shenyang: Liaoning daxue chubanshe, 1995), pp. 43-44. One such Thai member 
was Chen Tanghua (陈棠花 T.H. Chen or Thongthae Rochanasant), whose brief biographical profile is 
available on the Chinese Overseas Homepage, Chinese Library, National University of Singapore, 
<http://www.lib.nus.edu.sg/chz/chineseoverseas/>. The strength of this Thai connection was however 
short-lived because the Society’s activities were shifted to the Chinese war-time capital of Chongqing  
(重庆) during the Second World War, whereas Thailand was inaccessible since the Thai government 
collaborated with Japan. There was subsequently no follow-up action during the post-war period. 
28 Xu Yunqiao (许云樵), “Nanyang bushi Nanyang qundao (南洋不是南洋群岛)”, JSSS 2,1 (Mar. 
1941), p. 130 of the Chinese section. 
29 “Fakan zhiqu (发刊旨趣 Foreword)”, JSSS 1,1 (Jun. 1940), p. 1 of the Chinese section. 
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noted, this word “denotes someone visiting very briefly, definitely planning to return 
home after the visit”. 30  The issue here was not whether the Society’s founders 
actually returned to China but rather, that they clearly were physically in the Nanyang 
for a stretch of time while maintaining emotional ties to and longing for the Chinese 
homeland. 
 
Of the China-born founders, Guan Chupu, the man who headed the Sin Chew 
Jit Poh editorial team, was a native of Nanhai (南海) in Suzhou (苏州) province. Not 
much has been written of him compared to the literature on his colleagues, possibly 
because he did not play any further role in the Society’s affairs apart from being 
appointed to its inaugural council, but we do know that he left Singapore in July 1940 
for Hong Kong after his contract with the newspaper ended. He was probably killed 
during the Japanese invasion of Hong Kong.31
 
Another founder, Yu Dafu, was a literary figure from China who was already 
famous by the time he arrived in Singapore in December 1938. Yu had been born in 
1896, a native of Fuyang (富阳) in Zhejiang (浙江) province. In his younger days, he 
had spent nine years in Japan, from 1913 to 1922. This stay had cultivated a 
nationalistic outlook because to Yu, Chinese weakness had been a contrast to 
Japanese strength. As such, he had written stories revolving around the theme of 
                                                 
30 Wang Gungwu, Don’t Leave Home, p. 55. Refer also to Wang Gungwu, Community and Nation, pp. 
1-3 and 9; Wang Gungwu, The Chinese Overseas: From Earthbound China to the Quest for Autonomy 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2000), pp. 47-49; Marie-Paule Ha, “Cultural Identities 
in the Chinese Diaspora”, Mots Pluriels et Grands Themes de Notre Temps 7 (Jul. 1998), 
<http://www.arts.uwa.edu.au/MotsPluriels/MP798mph.html>; and Joyce Ee, “Chinese Migration to 
Singapore, 1896-1941”, Journal of Southeast Asian History 2 (1961), p. 47. 
31 The sources for most of my biographical information on him are the short passage in Ke Mulin (柯木
林), ed., Xinhua lishi renwu liezhuan (新华历史人物列传) (Singapore: EPB Publishers Pte Ltd, 1995), 
pp. 28-29; as well as Yao Nan, Xingyunyeyuji, p. 34. 
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sexual repression that had had the implicit theme of Japanese imperialism in China.32 
Yu’s patriotism was further evident from his motivation for leaving China and 
heading to the Nanyang. Personal reasons aside, such as the desire to save his troubled 
marriage, he did not want to get embroiled in politics yet wanted to aid the Chinese 
war effort to repel the Japanese invader in the 1930s.33 Indeed, during his stay in 
Singapore, besides co-founding the South Seas Society, Yu was also active in anti-
Japanese activities such as propaganda work.34 Following the Japanese invasion of 
Malaya and Singapore, he fled to Sumatra on 4 February 1942, where he went into 
hiding but then disappeared. Most accounts suggest that he was eventually killed by 
the Japanese in 1945.35
 
There was also Han Huaizhun (韩槐准  Han Wai Toon) from Wenchang          
(文昌), Hainan island (海南岛). Born in 1892, he had come to Singapore in 1915, 
then moving on to the East Indies to work possibly as a rubber-tapper before returning 
to Singapore in 1918 to work at a pharmaceutical enterprise started by a German. 
From 1934 onwards, he had begun to be interested in research on the Nanyang, 
                                                 
32 Randall Oliver Chang, “Yu Ta-fu (1896-1945): The Alienated Artist in Modern Chinese Literature”, 
Ph.D. dissertation, Claremont Graduate School, 1974, p. 9; and Shu-mei Shih, The Lure of the Modern: 
Writing Modernism in Semicolonial China, 1917-1937 (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of 
California Press, 2001), pp. 116-117. 
33 Yao Mengtong (姚梦桐), Yu Dafu luxin shenghuo yu zuopin yanjiu (郁达夫旅新生活与作品研究) 
(Singapore: Xinjiapo Xinshe, 1987), pp. 15-16; and Yu Fei (郁飞), “Xianfu Yu Dafu zai Xingzhou de 
sannian (先父郁达夫在星洲的三年)”, Sin Chew Jit Poh (星洲日报Xingzhou ribao), 1 Feb. 1982, p. 4. 
34 For examples of such activities, see Lin Wanjing (林万菁), Zhongguo zuojia zai Xinjiapo ji qi 
yingxiang 1927-1948 (中国作家在新加坡及其影响 1927-1948) (Singapore: Wanli shuju, 1994), pp. 
70-74. This was also the era of the anti-Japanese National Salvation Movement in Malaya and 
Singapore from 1937 to 1941: see Chui Kwei-chiang and Fujio Hara, Emergence, Development and 
Dissolution of the Pro-China Organizations in Singapore (Tokyo: Institute of Developing Economies, 
1991), pp. 5-6; and E. Kay Gillis, Singapore Civil Society and British Power (Singapore: Talisman 
Publishing Ltd, 2005), pp. 100-102. 
35 Wong Yoon Wah has offered possibly the most comprehensive discussion of the circumstances of 
Yu’s death in Post-Colonial Chinese Literatures in Singapore and Malaysia (Singapore: Department of 
Chinese Studies, National University of Singapore, and Global Publishing Co. Inc., 2002), pp. 83-100. 
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especially in relation to the export of Chinese porcelain from China to the Nanyang. 
He was also well-known for his vast knowledge of various tropical fruits.36
 
Among three of the other founders, Liu Shimu (刘士木 Lou Shih Mo/Liu 
Shih-Moh), Li Changfu (李长傅 Lee Chan Foo/Lee Chang-foo), and Yao Nan, there 
was a common denominator in their backgrounds since they had all worked for the 
Nanyang Cultural and Educational Affairs Bureau at Jinan University prior to 
establishing the South Seas Society, 37  a reflection of the Society’s ties with the 
tradition of Nanyang studies spearheaded by Jinan. In particular, the profiles of Liu 
and Li indicated not only the China side of research interest on the Nanyang, but the 
Japanese component as well. 
 
Liu Shimu had been born in 1889, a native of Xingning (兴宁), Guangdong     
(广东) province, while the birth of his compatriot Li Changfu took place during 1899 
in Jiangsu (江苏) province.38 Liu had undertaken part of his academic training in 
Japan mainly because of the availability of economics courses in Japan on the 
Nanyang, evidence of the Nanyo-Nanyang link. He had then joined the Nanyang 
Cultural and Educational Affairs Bureau in February 1928 as head of the cultural 
affairs section, subsequently being promoted to head the institution from June 1928 to 
                                                 
36 Yao Nan, Xingyunyeyuji, pp. 75-80; and the Chinese Overseas Homepage, Chinese Library, National 
University of Singapore, <http://www.lib.nus.edu.sg/chz/chineseoverseas/>. 
37 Jinan xiaoshi, p. 38 and table 7 on p. 325. 
38 For Liu’s biographical details, see JSSS 8,2 (Dec. 1952), especially pp. 1-13 of the Chinese section; 
and Yao Nan, Nantian yumo, p. 39. Concerning Li’s hometown, sources differ: it was either Dantu (丹
徒) or Zhenjiang (镇江) – see “Bianji suoyu (编辑琐语)”, JSSS 1,2 (Dec. 1940), p. 3 of the Chinese 
section; Yao Nan, Nantian yumo, p. 39; and Chen Daiguang (陈代光 ), “Li Changfu xiansheng 
zhuanlue (李长傅先生传略)”, in Li Changfu (李长傅), Nanyang shidi yu huaqiao huaren yanjiu (南洋
史地与华侨华人研究) (Guangzhou: Jinan daxue chubanshe, 2001), pp. 1-2. 
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1933. Similarly, Li had joined the same Bureau in 1928 as an editor before leaving for 
Japan during the next year, 1929, where he had stayed for two years, learning 
Japanese and English along the way. Both Liu and Li did not attend the inaugural 
meeting of the South Seas Society in Singapore even though they were officially co-
founders, the former residing in Penang having left China for the Nanyang in 1938 
due to the upheaval of the Sino-Japanese War and the latter being absent because he 
was then in Shanghai working as a lecturer at Jinan. 
 
A third founder who made up the Jinan connection was Yao Nan. Yao had 
been born in Shanghai, Jiangsu province, in 1912, and his interest in the Nanyang had 
been cultivated in his youth, being fuelled by what he had felt was the need to raise 
the profile of Chinese scholars in studies on the region because the Chinese 
contribution had been lagging behind the scholarship of European writers.39 Indeed, 
his life-long ties with the region had begun with his enrolment at the age of fifteen 
into a school called Nanyang Middle School (南洋中学 Nanyang zhongxue), and his 
affiliation with Jinan University had been manifested not only in his stint as an 
English translator with the Nanyang Cultural and Educational Affairs Bureau, which 
he had joined in 1930, but also in the fact that he had studied at Jinan, having enrolled 
in 1929. Subsequently, Yao became the first head of the South Seas Society by virtue 
of his appointment as the Honorary Secretary, which was the highest-ranking position 
in the inaugural council then. Even so, he was not the main driving force behind the 
Society’s activities during its early decades since he fled to China in 1941 due to the 
Japanese onslaught on Malaya and Singapore and did not re-settle in Singapore 
following the end of the war. 
                                                 
39 “Yidai caizi Nantian jiulou qi ‘hui’: Nanyang xuehui 54 nian (一代才子南天酒楼起‘会’: 南洋学会
54 年)”, Lianhe zaobao (联合早报), 10 Apr. 1994. 
 35
Yao was joined in war-time China by Zhang Liqian, another of the Society’s 
founders. Born in 1900 as a native of Nanhui (南汇) in Jiangsu province, Zhang had 
taught in Malacca during the 1930s and thereafter had worked as the principal of the 
Chinese High School (华侨中学 Huaqiao zhongxue) in Singapore prior to joining the 
Sin Chew Jit Poh.40 Having fled from Singapore, Yao and Zhang took charge of the 
Society’s activities, basing themselves in Chongqing (重庆), China’s war-time capital. 
They were additionally assisted by Zhu Jieqin (朱杰勤 Chu Chit Chin/Chu Chieh-
chin), who had joined the Society in 1940 after its establishment. The three scholars 
organized the release of the organization’s nine-issue war-time monograph series    
(南洋学会丛书 Nanyang xuehui congshu), which was published by the Commercial 
Press (商务印书馆 Shangwu yinshuguan) in Chongqing.41
 
Unlike several of his compatriots, the co-founder who played the most 
influential role in the South Seas Society’s history stayed behind in Singapore during 
the Japanese Occupation. This was Xu Yunqiao, a native of Jiangsu province who had 
been born in 1905 and who had led a fairly migratory lifestyle prior to becoming 
permanently based in Singapore from 1938 onwards. Indeed, Xu had journeyed to 
Singapore from Shanghai in 1931, teaching for two years at Chinese schools in 
Singapore and Johore. He had then moved to Patani in Thailand, where he had taught 
for five years, before returning to Singapore in 1938 and subsequently taking up a 
                                                 
40  For further biographical details, see Yao Nan, Nantian yumo, pp. 39-40; and Yao Nan, 
Xingyunyeyuji, p. 2. 
41 The titles of these monographs are available in the 1946 HWBG, JSSS 3,1 (Sep. 1946), p. 87 of the 
Chinese section. 
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position with the Sin Chew Jit Poh.42 Xu has stated that he stayed in Singapore during 
the Japanese Occupation because he “could not bear to abandon the [Society’s] 
countless books and numerous drafts”. The story that he moved around very often to 
avoid getting caught by the Japanese, while bringing some of the Society’s materials 
with him having hidden the bulk of these publications and drafts, has become 
enshrined within the organization’s narrative on its early history.43
 
Xu was the founding editor of the Journal of the South Seas Society (南洋    
学报  Nanyang xuebao) (JSSS), the Society’s flagship journal, which featured 
discussions on history, languages, demographics, traditions and customs, economics 
and religious issues.44 The maintenance of the linkage with China was manifested in 
practices such as the usage of the Chinese system of year dating based upon the 
founding of the Chinese republic in the aftermath of the 1911 Revolution as the 
starting point.45 One of the Journal’s aims was to serve as a rallying point to raise the 
status of the Nanyang huaqiao through cultural pursuits. The JSSS was meant to break 
                                                 
42 “Editor’s Academic Experiences”, JSEAR 4 (Dec. 1968), n.p.; and Sharon A. Carstens, “Chinese 
Publications and the Transformation of Chinese Culture in Singapore and Malaysia”, in Changing 
Identities of the Southeast Asian Chinese since World War II, eds. Jennifer Cushman and Wang 
Gungwu (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 1988; reprint ed., Hong Kong: Hong Kong 
University Press, 1990), pp. 80-81. 
43 See Xu’s article: “Jinian Yu Dafu xiansheng (纪念郁达夫先生)”, JSSS 4,1 (Mar. 1947), p. 71 of the 
Chinese section. 
44 Carstens, “Chinese Publications”, p. 80; and Yang Guangxi (杨光熙 Yong Kwang Hei), “Cong 
Nanyang xuebao he Yazhou wenhua kan Dongnanya huarenshi de yanjiu (从《南洋学报》和《亚洲
文化》看东南亚华人史的研究 A Survey of the Southeast Asian Chinese Studies through the Journal 
of the South Seas Society and Asian Culture)”, unpublished B.A. Hons. thesis, Department of Chinese 
Studies, National University of Singapore, 1997-8, p. 1. 
45 For instance, the year 1940 was known as “Minguo ershijiu nian (民国二十九年 The twenty-ninth 
year of the Chinese republic)” since the Chinese republic had been founded in 1912: see the Chinese 
version of the contents page in JSSS 1,1 (Jun. 1940). 
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new ground by being the first scholarly journal in the Nanyang to study the area, and 
it was possibly the oldest Chinese-language academic journal in the region.46
 
Founded in Singapore, the South Seas Society was therefore born in the heart 
of the Nanyang. Nevertheless, this genesis took place under the lingering shadow of 
the Sino-Japanese interest in conducting research on the region, which had been 
manifested in the Jinan tradition of Nanyang studies and the Japanese 
conceptualization of the “Nanyo” that had inspired the Chinese academic interest in 
the region. Such developments and their resultant elements characterized the pre-1945 
sub-stage in the Nanyang phase of the Society’s history and identity. 
 
Regional Globalization through Interaction with 
the Malayan Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society, 1946-1958 
For the South Seas Society, the aftermath of the Second World War marked 
another sub-stage in the formation of the organization’s Nanyang identity. During 
1946, following discussions among founders and members, a decision was made to 
base the Society permanently in the Nanyang even though its war-time activities had 
been conducted from China. The rationale was that the organization truly belonged to 
the Nanyang as it had been initially founded in Singapore.47 Such a deliberate act to 
anchor the Society within the Nanyang environment significantly de-emphasized the 
umbilical cord linking the organization to China, thus relegating this connection to a 
                                                 
46 1940 HWBG, JSSS 1,1 (Jun. 1940), p. 95 of the Chinese section; and the “Fakan”, in the same JSSS 
issue, pp. 1-2 of the Chinese section. 
47 Yao Nan, Xingyunyeyuji, pp. 59-60. Yao claims that it was Zhang Liqian, a fellow co-founder, who 
pointed out to Yao in early 1946 that the Society should be based in Singapore. Yao supposedly agreed 
with Zhang’s proposal and asked Zhang to discuss the issue with senior members during Zhang’s visit 
to Singapore in the first half of 1946. There is no way to corroborate Yao’s claim that Zhang was the 
prime mover since no other written sources (not even the Society’s records) mention this issue in such 
detail. Oral evidence is additionally not an option because the most senior living member, Gwee Yee 
Hean (魏维贤 Wei Weixian), joined the Society only in 1954. 
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dormant status. The move also brought into play a regional form of globalization as 
the South Seas Society subsequently came into increasing contact with the Western 
colonial scholar-officials of the Malayan Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society 
(MBRAS).48 The fact that the MBRAS additionally worked on studying a fragment of 
Southeast Asia meant that such interaction between the two organizations took place 
within a Southeast Asian environment. This signified the South Seas Society’s 
gradual identification of the region with the Western conceptualization of Southeast 
Asia that was becoming increasingly popular following the war-time existence of 
South-East Asia Command, which had been set up in 1943 and placed under the 
leadership of Lord Louis Mountbatten in his capacity as the Supreme Allied 
Commander South-East Asia.49
 
To begin with, the immediate post-war years saw the domination of the South 
Seas Society’s activities by Xu Yunqiao, the co-founder who was in fact the main 
driving force for the entire post-war period up to 1958. Xu was basically the de facto 
leader when the Society resumed full-scale operations in Singapore during August 
1946 since the other major players (particularly Yao Nan) had returned to China for 
good. The only other co-founder who was left in Singapore was Han Huaizhun, but 
his influence was limited even though he was a member of almost every council from 
1941 onwards. This was because Xu wielded much influence as the founding and 
incumbent editor of the JSSS since the Journal formed the mainstay of the Society’s 
activities. 
 
                                                 
48 Refer to my introductory remarks to this chapter for the origins of “regional globalization” as defined 
by Antony Hopkins. 
49 Stein Tonnesson, “Locating the South China Sea”, in Locating Southeast Asia, footnote 2 on p. 230. 
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On 3 May 1947, the South Seas Society council made the decision that while 
Chinese scholars would form the core of the organization’s membership, it was 
necessary to invite prominent scholars not based in China (many of whom were 
Western colonial scholar-officials) to join the organization as honorary members.50 
This move went one step further than merely displaying an awareness of the need to 
be sensitive to Western scholarship. Such sensitivity had characterized the Society’s 
choice of “The South Seas Society, Singapore” when there had been a necessity for 
the newly-established organization to register itself with the British colonial 
authorities using an English language name in 1940. The selection of the phrase 
“South Seas” rather than “Nanyang” had thus reflected the perceived need for clarity 
since Western scholars had then been more familiar with the “South Seas”. As for the 
word “Singapore”, this had been appended to the English name in order to avoid any 
confusion with a Japanese organization which had already been in existence, known 
in Chinese as the Nanyang xiehui (南洋协会) and in English as the “South Sea 
Association”.51 There had been no contradiction despite the presence of the phrase 
“Zhongguo (China)” in the South Seas Society’s Chinese name because Singapore 
had been perceived to be located in the heart of the Nanyang, thereby maintaining 
consistency with the duality in the Nanyang-China premise of the organization’s birth 
                                                 
50 Notes of Meetings (Handwritten in Chinese) (Gwee Yee Hean Collection) (NM), 3 May 1947, n.p. 
Honorary members were initially defined by the South Seas Society as “Distinguished persons, and 
persons who have rendered notable service to the Society”. This category was changed in 1941 to refer 
to “Distinguished persons who have rendered notable service to any scientific institution in the South 
Seas countries”: “Rules of the South Seas Society, Singapore”, JSSS 1,1 (Jun. 1940), p. 1 of the English 
section; and “Amendments to Rules of the South Seas Society, Singapore”, JSSS 2,1 (Mar. 1941), p. ii 
of the English section. 
51 “Bianji suoyu (编辑琐语 Editor’s Notes)”, JSSS 1,2 (Dec. 1940), p. 4 of the Chinese section. The 
establishment of this South Sea Association, which also went by its Japanese name “Nanyo kyokai”, 
had taken place amidst the “South Seas Fever” in Japan during the early decades of the twentieth 
century, with the birth of the Association in particular being linked to Japanese economic interests in 
the Nanyang: Huei-ying Kuo, “Nationalism against its People? Chinese Business and Nationalist 
Activities in Inter-war Singapore, 1919-1941”, Southeast Asia Research Centre (City University of 
Hong Kong) working paper no. 48 (Jul. 2003), <http://www.cityu.edu.hk/searc/WP48_03_Kuo.pdf>. 
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and early existence. Hence, the 1947 move to induct Western colonial scholar-
officials into the Society represented not merely sensitivity to Western scholarship, 
but a pro-active stance in cultivating a linkage to the Western scholarly community 
that was conducting research on Southeast Asia. The task of building this bridge 
through extending various invitations on behalf of the Society fell to Xu Yunqiao due 
to his stature and his personal network of contacts and friends, which he had 
consolidated as a result of his editorship of the JSSS.52
 
What all this effectively meant was that there was an elimination of any 
differentiation between China-born members and their Nanyang-born counterparts 
that may have existed during the Society’s pre-war years since both categories of 
members were treated as the Chinese core of the organization. More significantly, 
anchoring the South Seas Society locally brought it into increasing contact with 
another scholarly organization based in the Nanyang, the MBRAS. The fact that the 
membership of the latter comprised mainly Western colonial officials therefore 
signified a form of “regional globalization” at work in tandem with the South Seas 
Society’s maintenance of its Nanyang Chinese core. 
 
Among the seven scholars who were the recipients of a first round of 
invitations to join the South Seas Society was Sir Richard Winstedt, the distinguished 
civil servant and historian. He joined the South Seas Society in 1948 while already 
holding membership in the MBRAS. Such dual membership was similarly possessed 
by Sir Roland Braddell, the respected historian and lawyer who had in fact enrolled as 
a South Seas Society member as early as 1940; as well as by other scholars like C.O. 
                                                 
52 Yao Nan, Xingyunyeyuji, p. 70. 
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Blagden, the former Straits Settlements civil servant who became the Dean of the 
School of Oriental Studies at the University of London; the French scholar George 
Coedes; H.D. Collings of the Raffles Museum; Tan Sri Datuk Mubin Sheppard, the 
distinguished civil servant and historian; and M.W.F. Tweedie of the Raffles 
Museum.53
 
This joint membership materialized despite the seeming incompatibility 
between the two organizations, including their contrasting financial fortunes. The 
South Seas Society had been the first independent academic organization formed by 
Chinese scholars which had been dedicated to research and writing on the Nanyang, 
the earlier establishment of the Nanyang Cultural and Educational Affairs Bureau at 
Jinan notwithstanding because the latter had been an initiative that had received much 
government aid.54 Furthermore, budgeting and funding issues had been a constant 
concern right from the South Seas Society’s establishment. The organizational 
address, for example, had been initially set as Yao Nan’s residential address at 61-B 
Eng Hong Street, Tiong Bahru, Singapore, and this was to be but the first of numerous 
Societal addresses over the years since the organization always lacked the financial 
muscle to own permanent premises, being able to afford only a permanent Post Office 
(P.O.) Box number, 709, to facilitate correspondence. 55  Additionally, during the 
                                                 
53  I have compiled these brief biographical descriptions from “Brief Biographical Notes about 
Contributors to the Centenary Volume”, A Centenary Volume, ed. Tan Sri Datuk Mubin Sheppard 
(Singapore: Times Printers Sdn Bhd for the Malaysian Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society, 1977), pp. 
356-358; and Choy Chee Meh nee Lum, “History of the Malaysian Branch of the Royal Asiatic 
Society”, Journal of the Malaysian Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society (JMBRAS) 68,2 (Dec. 1995), 
pp. 123-128. Membership details have been obtained from the various membership lists in the JSSS and 
the JMBRAS. 
54 Yao Nan (姚楠), “Zhongguo Nanyang xuehui de chuangli he fazhan (中国南洋学会的创立和发
展)”, Shijie lishi (世界历史) 3 (1984), p. 71. 
55 Xu Suwu (许苏吾 Koh Soh Goh/Hsu Su Wu), Nanyang xuehui yu Nanyang yanjiu (南洋学会与南
洋研究 South Seas Society and Southeast Asian Studies) (Singapore: South Seas Publishers, 1977), p. 
3; and Gwee, “South Seas Society”, p. 32. 
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Society’s early decades, it occasionally ended up with a backlog of payments to the 
printers for its various JSSS issues, thus frequently relying on donations from 
generous sponsors such as the rubber magnate Lee Kong Chian (李光前  Li 
Guangqian) and his Lee Foundation.56 The South Seas Society therefore provided a 
marked contrast to the MBRAS, which had been founded on 4 November 1877 in 
Singapore as “The Straits Asiatic Society” by colonial officials with the aim of 
furthering knowledge of the Malay Peninsula.57 The MBRAS’s membership ranks 
during the colonial era featured prominent administrators and academics, and it was 
no wonder that the organization received official support, which took the form of 
patronage by important officials, including several Governors of the Straits 
Settlements.58 There were also financial contributions to the MBRAS coffers from 
various governments such as those of Singapore, the Federation of Malaya, Sarawak, 
and Brunei.59
 
Even so, the inter-societal relationship was very real, and such interaction did 
not consist only of MBRAS members joining the South Seas Society. Membership 
was in fact a two-way street, with MBRAS memberships being held by a number of 
the South Seas Society founders. For example, Xu Yunqiao and Yao Nan had already 
been MBRAS members by June 1940, with Xu going on to become a life member of 
the MBRAS in 1947 and then holding office first as a Councillor from 1946 to 1955 
                                                 
56 Lee donated, for example, $500 in 1946, and the Lee Foundation donated $2000 in 1956. For such 
financial information, see NM, 23 Sep. 1946, 21 Mar. 1951, 19 Mar. 1954, 5 Oct. 1956, and 19 Jul. 
1958, n.p. 
57 Choy, “History of the Malaysian Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society”, pp. 85, and 87-90. For a short 
write-up on the MBRAS, see also Geoffrey Hodgson, “Malaysian Branch Royal Asiatic Society”, JSSS 
20 (1965), pp. 89-91. 
58 Tan Sri Datuk Mubin Sheppard, “Editor’s Preface”, in A Centenary Volume, p. vii; and J.M. Gullick, 
“A Short History of the Society”, JMBRAS 68,2 (Dec. 1995), pp. 75-76. 
59 “Receipts and Payments”, JMBRAS 21,1 (Apr. 1948)-23,1 (Feb. 1950); and “Summary of Receipts 
and Payments”, JMBRAS 24,1 (Feb. 1951)-32,1 (May 1955). 
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and as a Vice-President from 1956 to 1973. 60  Additionally, there was no 
communication barrier even though the primary working language of the South Seas 
Society was Chinese. For instance, the JSSS featured more than just Chinese language 
contributions. In actuality, the English language had been used from the first issue 
(part 1 of volume 1, published in June 1940), even though it had been only for 
notification purposes such as in providing the names of the Society’s office-bearers 
and its constitution, with such items also being published in Chinese. As for articles 
proper, the first full-length English language article was Tan Yeok Seong’s “History 
of the Extortion of $50,000,000 Military Contribution for the Chinese in Malaya by 
the Japanese Army”, published in the sixth-ever issue of the JSSS, fairly early on in 
the South Seas Society’s history.61
 
There were also overlaps between the research interests of both organizations. 
For instance, the focus on the historical relationship between ancient China and the 
Nanyang and the role of classical Chinese texts as important resources were features 
which were prominent in the publications of both societies, particularly in terms of the 
historical geographical debates over place and settlement names. 62  These debates 
involved both the Chinese members of the South Seas Society and their Western 
counterparts with, for example, Han Huaizhun, Xu Yunqiao, and Roland Braddell 
exchanging ideas over the location of the famous “Longyamen (龙牙门 Lung-ya-
men)”. Indeed, Han first argued that this “Dragon’s Teeth Gate” had not been located 
at Lingga Island or Keppel Harbour, but rather, at Kuala Johore in the eastern part of 
                                                 
60 “Officers of the South Seas Society”, JSSS 1,1 (Jun. 1940), p. 3 of the English section; the MBRAS 
membership list for 1946, JMBRAS 20,2 (Dec. 1947), p. xxii; and Mubin Sheppard’s obituary of Xu 
Yunqiao in JMBRAS 55,1 (Jul. 1982), p. 95. 
61 See JSSS 3,1 (Sep. 1946), pp. 1-2 of the English section. 
62 Xu Yunqiao, “50 nian lai de Nanyang yanjiu”; and Yang Guangxi, “Cong Nanyang xuebao he 
Yazhou wenhua kan Dongnanya huarenshi de yanjiu”, pp. v, and 11-13. 
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the Johore strait. Xu then disagreed, suggesting that Longyamen had in fact been 
situated at Keppel Harbour. Braddell proceeded to weigh in on the debate, stating that 
he was inclined towards the interpretation that the name “Longyamen” had indeed 
referred to the passage at Keppel Harbour.63
 
The move to grant a more high-profile role to Western scholars and the 
resultant dynamics of the South Seas Society-MBRAS relationship in the years 
thereafter constituted the addition of a new dimension to the South Seas Society’s 
Nanyang identity. This took place during the post-war years, and it featured a decline 
in the emphasis on the China connection and a gradual identification of the Nanyang 
with the Southeast Asia conceptualized in Western scholarship. It was arguably 
manifested in the Society’s publications, including a deliberate effort to increase the 
number of English language JSSS articles from 1948 onwards in the form of requests 
made by Xu Yunqiao through his editorials so as to solicit contributions in English 
that would help realize the organization’s “plan to lay equal emphasis on both 
Chinese and English articles”.64 While such a claim of bilingual equality was slightly 
exaggerated since there was no deviation from the fact that Chinese remained the 
Journal’s main language medium, Xu’s statement must be appreciated within the 
context of the Society’s willingness to bear the increased costs resulting from the need 
                                                 
63 Roland Braddell, “Lung-Ya-Men and Tan-Ma-Hsi”, in Singapore 150 Years, ed. Tan Sri Dato’ 
Mubin Sheppard for the Council of the Malaysian Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society (Singapore: 
Malaysian Branch, Royal Asiatic Society, 1973; Singapore: Times Books International 1982; reprint 
ed., Singapore: Times Books International, 1984), pp. 16 and 28; Chung Chee Kit, “Longyamen is 
Singapore – The Final Proof?”, AC 27 (Jun. 2003), pp. 19-20; and Kwa Chong Guan, “From Temasek 
to Singapore: Locating a Global City-State in the Cycles of Melaka Straits History”, in Early 
Singapore 1300s-1819: Evidence in Maps, Text and Artefacts, eds. John N. Miksic and Cheryl-Ann 
Low Mei Gek (Singapore: Singapore History Museum, 2004), pp. 126-127 and footnote 20 on p. 141. 
64 NM, 22 May 1948, n.p. Refer also to the editorials in the JSSS: 6,1 (Aug. 1950); 6,2 (Dec. 1950); 7,1 
(Jun. 1951); and 8,1 (Jun. 1952). 
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to do printing in two languages despite experiencing financial problems. 65  The 
campaign under Xu Yunqiao’s editorship to cultivate links with the Western scholarly 
world, particularly the branch working on Southeast Asia, was the dominant feature of 
the Society’s post-war activities until 1958, when brewing internal strife dramatically 
provided the setting that would see an end to the Nanyang phase and a shift to a 
Xinma (新马) identity. 
 
Tracing the Internal Strife between Tan Yeok Seong and Xu Yunqiao 
Among the South Seas Society members who became increasingly prominent 
during the post-war years was Tan Yeok Seong (陈育崧 Chen Yusong), who had not 
been a founding member, but who had joined the Society in 1940 shortly after its 
establishment. He subsequently held key appointments on its council from 1941 
onwards, including several terms as a Councillor, the Honorary Secretary, the Vice-
Chairman and even as the Chairman. 66  Born in Penang in 1903, Tan was a 
businessman who had set up the Nanyang Book Company (南洋书局 Nanyang shuju) 
with friends in 1935 prior to joining the Society. This company had branches in 
Penang, Sungei Patani, Kulim, Kuala Lumpur, Malacca, Rangoon and Batavia, and 
Tan’s financial muscle was such that during the post-war era, he was at one time able 
to personally pay for one-third ($600) of a JSSS issue’s publication cost, while his 
book company additionally sponsored the publication of an entire volume of the 
                                                 
65 NM, 21 May 1949, n.p. 
66 Compiled from various council lists in the JSSS. 
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Journal.67 The possession of such considerable financial resources, at least as far as 
the Society’s precarious treasury was concerned, was to have significant 
consequences for both the organization and its most influential member, Xu Yunqiao. 
 
While Xu Yunqiao did work for Tan’s book company from 1946 to 1948,68 
their relationship went downhill soon after. This came to light years later in a 
dramatic manner at a South Seas Society council meeting on 9 August 1958. 
Basically, a private session among those who attended this council meeting had been 
held without Xu’s knowledge the day before on 8 August.69 Eight clauses from this 
private meeting’s agenda were then passed at the council meeting despite Xu’s 
objections that it was unconstitutional to not mention these clauses in the pre-council 
notification of the meeting’s agenda. His protests were fruitless even though he was 
the Society’s Honorary Secretary because he was outnumbered and outvoted. The 
only other person whose support he could have counted on, fellow co-founder Han 
Huaizhun, had been absent at council meetings since 19 July 1958.70
 
                                                 
67 The issues in question were JSSS 3,1 (Sep. 1946) (see NM, 18 Aug. 1946, n.p.), and 5 (1948) (NM, 
31 Jan. 1948, n.p.). These biographical details have been drawn from: “Mr. Tan Yeok Seong: A 
Biography”, in Chen Yusong (陈育崧 Tan Yeok Seong), Yeyinguan wencun (椰阴馆文存 Collected 
Writings from the Ya-Yin Studio), vol. 3 (Singapore: South Seas Society, c. 1983), p. IV; Koh Soh Goh, 
“Postscript”, in Yeyingguan wencun, vol. 3, n.p.; and the Chinese Overseas Homepage, Chinese 
Library, National University of Singapore, <http://www.lib.nus.edu.sg/chz/chineseoverseas/>. 
68 Zhu Jieqin (朱杰勤), “Xu Yunqiao yu Dongnanya yanjiu (许云樵与东南亚研究)”, JSSS 38 (1983), 
p. 71. 
69 The participants were Huang Manshi (黄曼士  Hwang Man-Shih/Huang Mun-se), Zheng Ziyu           
(郑子瑜 Cheng Tsu-yu/Cheng Tsu-Yu), Tan Yeok Seong, Lin Woling (林我铃 Lin Wo-ling/Lin Wo-
Ling), Huang Zewu (黄则吾 Hwang Chih-wu/Hwang Chih-Wu), Lian Shisheng (连士生 Lian Shih-
sheng/Lian Shih-Sheng), Chen Weilong (陈维龙 Tan Ee-Lung/Tan Ee-leong), Zhang Jiesheng (张杰生 
Teo Kiak-Seng/Teo Kiak-seng), and Shi Yinzuo (施寅佐 Shih Yin-chu/Shih Yin-Tsuo). 
70 Han was not present at council meetings from 19 Jul. 1958 to 15 Aug. 1959: see NM, 19 Jul. 1958-
15 Aug. 1959, n.p. 
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These eight clauses were implicitly directed at Xu Yunqiao, and they revolved 
mainly around Xu’s possession of what was seen as Societal property. Xu was 
essentially given one-week deadlines to hand over all internal documentation (such as 
any minutes of meetings, treasury records and other such documents), all publications 
obtained from exchanges with other scholarly organizations or with private 
individuals (this being directed at Xu to strip him of his considerable book collection), 
all past issues of the JSSS, and the key to the Society’s Post Office (P.O.) Box. He 
protested vigorously, arguing for example that such moves were illegal, and that the 
Society’s publications had been under his care since the organization had not 
previously possessed a home even though this now appeared to have changed given 
the existence of a regular meeting place on the premises of a book company named 
Zhonghua shuju (中华书局) managed by one of the council members, Shi Yinzuo      
(施寅佐 Shih Yin-chu/Shih Yin-Tsuo). Xu also stated that he had spent a lot of time 
and energy on the JSSS in his capacity as sole editor, risking his life during the 
Japanese Occupation to ensure the safety of the Society’s publications. Furthermore, 
he declared that he would willingly hand over the previous issues of the Journal 
without the necessity of the one-week deadline which he likened to a sacking and 
investigation into wrongdoing. As for the P.O. Box, Xu emphasized that it had 
originally been applied for in his name and his appointment as the editor of the JSSS 
had therefore made access a necessity. While Xu’s counter-arguments were relatively 
futile since the instructions still stood at the end of the meeting, the strength of his 
protests possibly accounted for the removal of the one-week deadlines. 71  In the 
aftermath of the meeting, Xu resigned from his appointment as the editor of the 
                                                 
71 NM, 9 Aug. 1958, n.p. 
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JSSS. 72  While he remained on the Society’s council in addition to holding 
membership on the new JSSS editorial team which was formed, his appointments 
existed in name only since he was effectively removed in August 1958 as the main 
driving force of the organization. 
 
It has been suggested that Tan Yeok Seong was the mastermind behind this 
forceful removal of Xu Yunqiao and that a key issue revolved around Xu’s large book 
collection, with some parties suspecting Xu of having misappropriated part of the 
Society’s book collection since he was not rich and therefore could not have afforded 
to buy so many books.73 Another reason was perhaps that as the sole editor of the 
JSSS, Xu was perceived to be holding too much influence over the Society’s affairs.74 
This was even more galling to Xu’s critics in light of the fact that he had an abrasive 
personality. Indeed, Lin Woling (林我铃 Lin Wo-ling/Lin Wo-Ling), a friend of Tan 
Yeok Seong and a participant in the dramatic council meeting of 9 August 1958, 
criticized Xu almost three decades after the event, when Lin’s reflections were 
published in 1987. Lin’s article included a personal attack on Xu’s perceived 
                                                 
72 “Editorial”, JSSS 13,2 (Dec. 1957), n.p. 
73 Interviews with Gwee Yee Hean, 13 Mar. 2004 and 9 Jul. 2005 (both conducted in English). Gwee 
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probably been amassed from intellectual exchanges with other scholars. In any case, it was difficult to 
demarcate exactly which books had been meant for the Society itself and which books had been sent to 
Xu in his personal capacity since he was the JSSS editor. 
74 Yao Nan, “Zhongguo Nanyang xuehui de chuangli he fazhan”, footnote 16 on p. 73. Xu has also 
expressed his suspicion that his colleagues on the council mistakenly felt that he had treated the Society 
as his own “private property (私产 sichan)”: see Xu Yunqiao, “50 nian lai de Nanyang yanjiu”. 
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arrogance and tendency to use strong language when disagreements on scholarly 
issues arose.75
 
This council meeting of 1958 was to be but the first of a good number of 
clashes between Xu and other members of the Society, particularly Tan Yeok 
Seong.76 One such Xu-Tan confrontation occurred in 1970, taking the form of a war 
of words over the location of Pulau Ujong (蒲罗中 Puluozhong) that went on to 
encompass personal insults, including Tan’s interrogation of Xu’s integrity, which 
took the form of an accusation that Xu had misused South Seas Society funds for his 
private benefit in the form of a travel grant to help finance his attendance of the 27th 
International Congress of Orientalists in Michigan during 1967.77
 
For the South Seas Society as a whole, the first outbreak of internal strife in 
August 1958 effectively marked the end of the Nanyang phase of the organization’s 
identity orientation because it set the stage for further change. The removal of the last 
influential co-founder of the Society not only meant that power was now in the hands 
of the next generation of non-founding members, but it begged the question: who 
                                                 
75 Lin Woling (林我铃), “Nanyang xuehui de huigu yu qianzhan (南洋学会的回顾与前瞻)”, in 
Nanyang yu Zhongguo: Nanyang xuehui sishiwu zhounian jinian lunwenji (南洋与中国: 南洋学会四
十五周年纪念论文集), eds. Li Litu (李励图) and Chen Rongzhao (陈荣照) (Singapore: Nanyang 
xuehui, 1987), pp. 250-251, and 255-256. Refer also to Qiu Xinmin (丘新民), “Dao Xu Yunqiao 
jiaoshou (悼许云樵教授)”, JSSS 38 (1983), pp. 77-78. 
76 For a history of the clashes between Xu and Tan, see Xu Yunqiao (许云樵), “Zhanzhan xiaoyan tan 
xueshu – da Chen Yusong xiansheng ‘Jianguo zhishang, xueshu zhishang’ (詹詹小言谈学术 – 答陈育
崧先生「建国至上学术至上」 Some Humble Words to the Academic Study: Reply to Mr. Tan Yeok 
Seong’s Paper)”, JSEAR 6 (Dec. 1970), pp. 68-69. 
77 Chen Yusong (陈育崧), “Jianguo zhishang xueshu zhishang – wo dui Puluozhong wenti de kanfa      
(建国至上学术至上 – 我对蒲罗中问题的看法 National Construction and Academic Study Should 
Come Supreme Most: My Point of View on the Term P’u Luo Chung Problem)”, JSEAR 6 (Dec. 
1970), p. 68; and Xu Yunqiao, “Zhanzhan xiaoyan tan xueshu”, p. 73. The full transcript of the entire 
debate is also available on pp. 45-74 of the same JSEAR volume. See also the “Editor’s Notes” on pp. 
130-132. 
 50
could take over from Xu Yunqiao at the helm of the JSSS? The new leadership’s 
solution to this dilemma, as well as its responses to various environmental 
circumstances, consequently caused a transformation of the core in the Society’s 
identity, from one which had possessed a Nanyang focus to another which featured a 
particular Singapore-Malaya(sia) (Xinma) emphasis. 
CHAPTER THREE 
 
FROM NANYANG TO XINMA: 
THE FORMATION OF A SINGAPORE-MALAYA(SIA) IDENTITY, 
1958-1971 
 
 The removal of Xu Yunqiao (许云樵) from power in August 1958 has been 
one of the most significant events in the South Seas Society’s (南洋学会 Nanyang 
xuehui) history to date. On one level, the act changed the balance of power and 
influence within the organization because Tan Yeok Seong (陈育崧 Chen Yusong) 
became the de facto leader of the Society even though Huang Manshi (黄曼士 Hwang 
Man-Shih/Huang Mun-se) was the Chairman of the organization from 1958 until his 
death in 1963. 1  On a higher level, Xu Yunqiao’s removal had even greater 
repercussions since it marked the end of the Nanyang (南洋) phase of the Society’s 
history, which had begun right from its birth in 1940. My previous chapter has 
examined the Society’s membership and activities against the backdrop of this 
Nanyang-based orientation, which formed the core of a hybridized identity forged out 
of its historical evolution under the influences of China, Japanese, and Western 
scholarship. 
 
This chapter will explore the themes which were related to the transformation 
of the South Seas Society’s identity from one with a Nanyang core to another that 
became based on a particular Singapore-Malaya(sia) (新马  Xinma) focus. I will 
combine both Singapore and Malaya(sia) to provide a framework within which events 
from 1958 onwards can be understood because these territories were intertwined for 
much of the period under consideration (and in fact, even much earlier) and can be 
                                                 
1 Interview with Gwee Yee Hean (魏维贤 Wei Weixian), 13 Mar. 2004 (conducted in English). Gwee 
is the most senior living member of the South Seas Society, having joined the organization in 1954. 
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somewhat conceived of as a singular historical entity. A thematic approach will be 
adopted because several developments were simultaneously ongoing and therefore 
cannot be arranged in a strict chronological sequence. The hybridity of the Society’s 
new Xinma orientation was reflected partly in its multi-faceted nature, which was 
manifested for example in the organization’s linkages with Southeast Asia along a 
particular Xinma-Southeast Asia rather than Nanyang-Southeast Asia axis as well as 
with a post-colonial global climate. 
 
Name Changes and Wang Gungwu’s Editorship 
The impact of regional globalization came to light previously in my discussion 
on the South Seas Society’s post-war activities when its leadership made the decision 
to plant the Society permanently in the Nanyang in 1946, despite having used China 
as a temporary base of operations during the Pacific War, and then proceeding to 
embark upon a plan to recruit Western scholars while keeping the core of the 
membership Chinese. In the immediate aftermath of Xu Yunqiao’s fall from power, 
the Society’s Chinese name was modified as a way of adapting to what was deemed 
as the changing local conditions in Singapore as well as Malaya. However, this ran 
simultaneously with Wang Gungwu’s (王赓武 Wang Gengwu) attempt to globalize 
the horizons of the organization through his newly-assumed role as the head of the 
Journal of the South Seas Society (南洋学报 Nanyang xuebao) (JSSS) editorial team. 
 
On 23 August 1958, within two weeks of Xu Yunqiao’s removal from power, 
Lin Woling (林我铃 Lin Wo-ling/Lin Wo-Ling), one of the members who had been 
involved in the action against Xu, proposed that the South Seas Society drop the 
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prefix “Zhongguo (中国 China)” from its Chinese name.2  There was no need to 
change the English name because the Society had been registered with the British 
colonial authorities as “The South Seas Society, Singapore” shortly after its birth in 
1940.3 The suffix “Singapore” had been meant to reflect the location of the island in 
the heart of the Nanyang,4 but it now conveniently fulfilled the same purpose as the 
Society’s new Chinese name. Lin’s suggestion was accepted because it was deemed 
as a necessary response to “the political environment” in order to “make the Society 
purely local”, as Gwee Yee Hean has put it.5 Indeed, the post-war years were not only 
the era of Cold War politics but also of decolonization as well, which meant that there 
was increasingly a shift away from the China-orientation of Chinese identity. Local 
changes where the Society was concerned were now defined in terms of not the 
Nanyang, but a Singapore-Malaya(sia) schema with various events such as 
Singapore’s “road to Merdeka” from 1955 onwards through the implementation of the 
Rendel Constitution and the consequent internal elections held in April 1955, 
Malayanization, the independence of Malaya on 31 August 1957, and the 
enfranchisement of much of the Chinese community in Singapore through the 
Citizenship Ordinance of 1957.6
 
Why did it take years for the Society to respond to what it perceived as a 
changing local environment? Indeed, it has been suggested that the Communist 
                                                 
2 Notes of Meetings (Handwritten in Chinese) (Gwee Yee Hean Collection) (NM), 23 Aug. 1958, n.p. 
3 “Bianji suoyu (编辑琐语 Editor’s Notes)”, Journal of the South Seas Society (南洋学报 Nanyang 
xuebao) (JSSS) 1,2 (Dec. 1940), p. 4 of the Chinese section. 
4 See footnote 18 in chapter 2 of my dissertation. 
5 Interview with Gwee Yee Hean, 13 Mar. 2004; and Gwee Yee Hean, “South Seas Society: Past, 
Present and Future”, JSSS 33 (1978), p. 34. 
6 C.M. Turnbull, A History of Singapore 1819-1988, 2nd ed. (Singapore: Oxford University Press, 
1989), p. 251. 
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victory in China during 1949 had meant that it had no longer been possible for the 
Society to associate closely with the Chinese mainland given the British colonial 
stance on Communism, making it all the more necessary for the organization to root 
its identity within a Singapore-Malaya(sia) context.7  Yet there had been a lag of 
almost a decade from 1949 before the occurrence of a visible response from the 
Society.8 One possible explanation for the seemingly sudden name change in 1958 
was that the group led by Tan Yeok Seong which took over from Xu Yunqiao as the 
de facto leadership of the Society wanted to make their own mark on the 
organization’s activities, hence the move to implement a change in the Society’s 
Chinese name.9 Even if this interpretation is valid, it cannot, however, account for the 
delay in response. Hence, in retrospect, the re-naming appeared to be a genuine 
response to the changing environment in which the organization found itself, and it 
was possible that there existed a prevailing perception, at least among the anti-Xu 
members, that changes deemed as overly drastic would not have been possible with 
Xu still in power. 
 
There were, however, no such inhibitions with subsequent name changes 
which either took place or which were at least considered. For instance, a proposal 
was mooted on 16 October 1962 to amend both the Society’s English and Chinese 
                                                 
7 Interview with Chen Rongzhao (陈荣照 Tan Eng Chaw), 11 Jun. 2005 (conducted in Mandarin). 
8 The lag in the Society’s response accounts for my inclusion of post-Second World War developments 
on the global and Singapore-Malaya(sia) scenes in this chapter rather than in the final section of my 
previous chapter since my periodization scheme has been based on the fact that this dissertation is a 
study of the Society’s history. 
9 This line of argument, while plausible, is impossible to verify since the participants in the Xu 
Yunqiao affair have passed away, whereas of the most senior surviving members (in terms of their 
dates of enrolment), Wang Gungwu has made it clear that he was not involved in the move against Xu 
and Gwee Yee Hean has not deviated from the stance that the change of name was a response to events 
in the local environment: interviews with Wang Gungwu (王赓武 Wang Gengwu), 6 Jun. 2005, and 
with Gwee Yee Hean, 13 Mar. 2004 and 9 Jul. 2005 (all conducted in English). 
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names in order to “suit the situation in Singapore and Malaya”. It was suggested by 
Lian Shisheng (连士生 Lian Shih-sheng/Lian Shih-Sheng) and Lin Woling, who at 
the time held the respective appointments of Vice-Chairman and Councillor, that the 
organization be known in English as the “Academia Malaysia” and in Chinese as 
“Malaixiya xuehui (马来西亚学会 Malaysia scholarly society)”.10 While this attempt 
was abortive, the significance was that the organization’s members were probably 
influenced by developments such as the referendum of September 1962 concerning 
the entry of Singapore into Malaysia.11 In addition, Singapore’s subsequent exit from 
Malaysia and its full independence from 9 August 1965 also had an impact on 
Societal affairs. From 1965 onwards, the organization’s Chinese name became 
“Xinjiapo Nanyang xuehui (新加坡南洋学会 Singapore South Seas Society)”, the 
prefix “Singapore” being added. 12  Hence, such name changes were seen by the 
Society as a method of adapting to what was perceived as a fluid local situation. 
Therefore, these modifications constituted one facet of the ongoing creation of the 
organization’s increasingly Singaporean-Malayan(sian) identity. 
 
This new orientation with a Xinma focus was hardly monolithic as the South 
Seas Society can also be said to have simultaneously moved further down the road of 
                                                 
10 Lian, a well-known journalist and writer, took over as head of the South Seas Society in 1963. He 
had migrated to Singapore from China in 1947 and had worked at the Nanyang Siang Pau (南洋商报 
Nanyang shangbao), a leading Chinese language newspaper in Singapore. He relinquished the 
headship of the Society in 1970 due to ill-health, dying two years later in 1972. See his biographical 
profile in Ma Lun (马崙), Mahua xiezuoren jianying (马华写作人剪影) (Johor, Malaysia: Tailai 
chubanshe, 1979), p. 83. 
11 NM, 16 Oct. 1962, n.p. A detailed transcript of the discussion concerning these name changes 
unfortunately does not exist. 
12 Yao Nan (姚楠), Xingyunyeyuji (星云椰雨集) (Singapore: Singapore News & Publications Ltd. 
[Book Publications Dept.], 1984), p. 55. The character “xing (星)” was initially used in place of “xin     
(新)”: see the covers of JSSS 19, the 1964 issue but which was in fact published in 1965, and JSSS 21 
(1966). The explanation has been discussed in footnote 19, chapter 2 of my dissertation. 
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globalization during the post-Xu Yunqiao years, this time in a post-colonial era 
beyond a regional form of globalization.13 Indeed, on 30 August 1958, a week after 
the prefix “Zhongguo” was dropped from the South Seas Society’s Chinese name, a 
new editorial team for the JSSS was formed to take over from the sole editorship of 
Xu Yunqiao.14 This board was led by Wang Gungwu, who had joined the Society in 
1954 and whose short editorial involvement, at least when compared to the eighteen-
year duration of his predecessor’s appointment, lasted from volume 14 (December 
1958) till part 2 of volume 17 (1961 issue). Wang’s contribution was nonetheless 
significant because of his attempt to globalize the horizons of the JSSS. 
 
Wang Gungwu’s profile reveals much about the influences which shaped his 
thinking on the Journal. While Xu Yunqiao had been born in China and had become 
very much a Nanyang Chinese following his decision to “come to the Nanyang (南来 
Nanlai)”, Wang’s background was perhaps far more complex.15 Born in Surabaya, the 
Dutch East Indies (now Indonesia) during 1930, “in the Nanyang” as he has put it, 
Wang Gungwu’s early education had taken place at Anderson School in Ipoh (1936-
1946), located then in Malaya and now Malaysia, where he had learnt to see Malaya 
                                                 
13  See Antony Hopkins’ definition of such post-colonial era globalization: A.G. Hopkins, 
“Globalization – An Agenda for Historians”, in Globalization in World History, ed. A.G. Hopkins 
(New York and London: W.W. Norton & Company, 2002), p. 9. 
14 For details of the council meeting concerned, see NM, 30 Aug. 1958, n.p., and the 1958 annual 
report (会务报告 Huiwu baogao) (HWBG), JSSS 14 (Dec. 1958), p. 126. 
15 Wang Gungwu, “Preface”, in Locating Southeast Asia: Geographies of Knowledge and Politics of 
Space, eds. Paul H. Kratoska, Remco Raben, and Henk Schulte Nordholt (Singapore: Singapore 
University Press, 2005), p. x; Wang Gungwu, “A Single Chinese Diaspora?”, in Diasporic Chinese 
Ventures: The Life and Work of Wang Gungwu, eds. Gregor Benton and Hong Liu (London and New 
York: RoutledgeCurzon, 2004), pp. 160-163; Hong Liu and Gregor Benton, “Introduction”, in 
Diasporic Chinese Ventures, pp. 1-9; “Appendix to Epilogue”, in Lee Guan-kin, “Wang Gungwu: An 
Oral History”, Power and Identity in the Chinese World Order: Festschrift in Honour of Professor 
Wang Gungwu, eds. Billy K.L. So et al. (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2003), p. 407; and 
“Speaker’s Biography”, in Wang Gungwu, “The Universal and the Historical: My Faith in History”, 
Fourth Daisaku Ikeda Annual Lecture, 27 Feb. 2004, Singapore Soka Association Headquarters, 
Singapore. 
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from the British perspective of the “Far East”. Subsequently, Wang had spent about a 
year (1947-1948) at the National Central University (国立中央大学 Guoli zhongyang 
daxue) in Nanjing (南京 ), China. This had represented a kind of homecoming 
practised by the huaqiao (华侨  Chinese sojourner) (a “duty” in Wang’s words). 
However, the stint had been interrupted by the civil war in China, and he had then left 
for the Singapore branch of the University of Malaya to start afresh at the 
undergraduate level (1949-1954), obtaining the degrees of Bachelor of Arts and 
Bachelor of Arts with Honours, before completing a Master of Arts thesis. It had been 
during this period that Wang had come to see Malaya as his home due to “the 
prevailing anti-colonialism in Malaya and an Anglo-socialist perspective”. The 
School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) at the University of London had been 
the destination for Wang’s Ph.D. studies (1954-1957), and here, his official supervisor 
had been the renowned historian of Southeast Asia, D.G.E. Hall, even though Wang’s 
dissertation could have been placed within the field of Chinese history. The reason for 
this, as Wang has mentioned, had been that his graduate scholarship had “identified 
[him] as coming from that region [Southeast Asia]”. By the time he took over the 
editorial headship of the JSSS, Wang was an Assistant Lecturer at the University of 
Malaya, Singapore, supporting the teaching of Southeast Asian history. Given his 
diverse background, it is no wonder that Wang has always maintained that he has had 
“no exclusive affection for any one place or people” and that he has been “an example 
of someone who has never been clear what region he belongs to”.16
 
                                                 
16 “Pushing a Boulder Up the Hill”, The Sunday Times, 6 May 2001; Wang Gungwu, “Preface”, in 
Locating Southeast Asia, p. x; and interview with Wang Gungwu, 6 Jun. 2005. 
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Wang’s global background arguably influenced his bid to transform the JSSS. 
He had been approached by Tan Yeok Seong, prior to the move against Xu Yunqiao, 
to take over the editorship of the Journal. Wang has recalled that this had been 
something “out of the blue” because he had not been aware of the plot against Xu, and 
subsequent developments indeed indicated his non-involvement in such political 
machinations.17 Wang had told Tan that he “would not be interested if it [the JSSS] 
were purely a Chinese journal” because Wang had felt that there had been a need to 
reach out to a wider, arguably more global, audience.18 Hence, Wang took over at the 
helm of the Journal with the aim of revolutionizing the periodical by going, for 
instance, beyond the emphasis on Chinese language scholarship and making it truly 
bilingual in terms of both the English and Chinese languages, a development which 
had not transpired under Xu Yunqiao’s editorship, despite Xu’s personal network of 
Western friends and requests for more English-language contributions, because 
primacy had still been placed on the use of the Chinese language. 
 
The hybrid character of Wang’s approach was evident from the fact that he 
made the Journal more cosmopolitan in terms of the quality of academic scholarship 
published while adapting the JSSS’s content to a Singapore-Malaya framework in 
terms of its coverage. For the first time, the pagination used in the Journal did not 
comprise two separate sets for the English and Chinese sections despite the continued 
division between articles in English and in Chinese. This was a bid to standardize the 
publication according to international academic conventions, 19  and it was 
                                                 
17  NM, 9 Aug. 1958, n.p. In fact, Xu Yunqiao subsequently gave Wang Gungwu unconditional 
encouragement regarding the JSSS: interview with Wang Gungwu, 6 Jun. 2005 
18 Interview with Wang Gungwu, 6 Jun. 2005. 
19 For example, see the contents page of JSSS 14 (Dec. 1958), n.p. 
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accompanied by a significant increase in the number of articles published in the 
English language which made the JSSS truly bilingual. Furthermore, the topics of 
Chinese society and politics in Singapore and Malaya formed the main platform for 
the Journal’s coverage from 1958 onwards, encompassing for instance discussions on 
the pre-Second World War response of the Chinese in Malaya and Singapore to 
political developments in China. Another noticeable change in the direction of the 
Journal’s coverage was the inclusion of studies on literary pursuits of the Chinese 
communities in Singapore and Malaya.20
 
Ultimately, however, there was a lack of depth to the JSSS’s flirtation with 
globalization. The Journal’s transformation was short-lived because Wang had to 
resign from the appointment given his increasingly heavy workload, a consequence of 
having physically re-located to the Kuala Lumpur campus of the University of Malaya 
in 1959 prior to his resignation. 21  Given his ability, background and the initial 
premise of transforming the JSSS into a world-class journal, it is indeed tempting to 
speculate that he would have accomplished more had he stayed on for a longer period 
of time. The Journal that was subsequently published after Wang’s resignation 
eventually reverted to being primarily a Chinese language publication in the long-run 
and never became truly bilingual or global in the manner that Wang’s initial vision 
had intended it to be. 
 
 
                                                 
20  Yang Guangxi (杨光熙  Yong Kwang Hei), “Cong Nanyang xuebao he Yazhou wenhua kan 
Dongnanya huarenshi de yanjiu (从《南洋学报》和《亚洲文化》看东南亚华人史的研究 A Survey 
of the Southeast Asian Chinese Studies through the Journal of the South Seas Society and Asian 
Culture)”, unpublished B.A. Hons. thesis, Department of Chinese Studies, National University of 
Singapore, 1997-8, pp. 28-29, 31, 38, and 42. 
21 NM, 12 May 1962, n.p.; and interview with Wang Gungwu, 6 Jun. 2005. 
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The Nantah Connection 
Another development which had a role in the shift to a Singapore-Malaya(sia) 
identity was the enrolment, during the late 1960s and early 1970s, of a number of 
Nanyang University (南洋大学 Nanyang daxue, popularly known as “Nantah” [南大 
Nanda]) graduates into the South Seas Society’s ranks.22 In exploring this dimension 
of the organization, I will also argue that while it is tempting to contextualize the 
outlook of such Nantah alumni as being that of the “Chinese-educated”, such a 
description does not do justice to the complexity of their perspectives and scholarship, 
as well as the contribution they made to the Society. 
 
 To begin with, prior to the founding of Nanyang University, numerous 
Chinese had resorted to heading to China for a tertiary education, but with the 
Communist victory on the Chinese mainland, it gradually became impractical to travel 
there due to the colonial ban imposed on those who returned to Malaya and 
Singapore.23 At the same time, there was an increasing demand for tertiary education 
among the Chinese community in Malaya and Singapore due the expansion of the 
Chinese student population. Such demand could not be met by the University of 
Malaya because many of the Chinese students could not fulfil the University’s 
English language entrance requirement. There was thus a perceived need for the 
establishment of a new university to allow for social mobility among the Chinese who 
                                                 
22 I will not discuss the role of non-university graduates in this chapter because they simply did not 
have a significant impact on the direction of the Society’s identity even if some may have held office 
from time to time (probably the occasional businessman who provided financial support). This of 
course excludes the case of a number of the first generation of members (particularly several of the 
founders), a topic which has been covered in chapter two of my dissertation. The primary reason for 
such membership composition was that the Society was an organization focused on scholarship, which 
meant that most members were scholars, and by the 1960s, local membership (which at this stage 
meant the members based in Singapore-Malaya[sia]) largely comprised Nantah graduates since the 
Society’s main language medium was Chinese. 
23 Gwee Yee Hean et al., 150 Years of Education in Singapore (Singapore: TTC Publications Board, 
Teachers’ Training College, 1969), p. 94. 
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had aspirations of a tertiary education. These pragmatic concerns were reinforced by 
the educational policies of the colonial government in Malaya and Singapore, which 
were prompted by the British fear of Communism spreading among the Chinese 
schools and community in general. The policies were therefore seen by the Chinese 
community as a threat to Chinese vernacular education and Chinese culture.24
 
Nanyang University was inaugurated as a Chinese university on 16 March 
1956. While the eventual choice of the name “Nanyang”, as opposed to the earlier 
“Malayan Chinese University”, reflected the aim of preserving Chinese culture due to 
the original Sino-centric nuances of this term, Nantah was meant for the Chinese 
community not only in Singapore, but in the whole of Malaya as well. What the 
founders of Nantah essentially advocated was Malayanization, albeit via a “unity-in-
diversity” approach as Huang Jianli has put it. 25  The name “Nanyang” was also 
selected because it encompassed the entire Southeast Asian area, and it “connot[ed] 
impartiality towards all communities in this region”.26 That this tertiary institution 
trained a number of intellectuals who then joined the South Seas Society therefore 
provides evidence of the addition of a Xinma-Southeast Asia dimension to the 
ongoing formation of a Singapore-Malaya(sia) identity. 
 
                                                 
24 Tan Eng Leong, “The Establishment of Nanyang University 1953-1956”, unpublished B.A. Hons. 
thesis, Department of History, University of Singapore, 1972, pp. 5-7, 9-14. Refer also to Yeo Kim 
Wah, Political Development in Singapore 1945-55 (Singapore: Singapore University Press, 1973), p. 
159. 
25 Huang Jianli, “Nanyang University and the Great Language Divide: Reflections on the 1965 Wang 
Gungwu Report”, paper delivered at the International Conference on National Boundaries and Cultural 
Configurations, 23-25 Jun. 2004, Singapore, pp. 25 and 27. 
26  Tan Eng Leong, “The Establishment of Nanyang University”, pp. 28-29; and Huang Jianli, 
“Nanyang University and the Great Language Divide”, pp. 25-30. 
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The key figure at Nantah who taught many of these scholars was none other 
than Xu Yunqiao, the man who had been so influential in the Society’s affairs during 
the immediate post-war years. Xu joined Nantah to execute his role in the setting up 
of a Nanyang research centre, which was in fact a South Seas Society initiative. The 
Society had approached the University to collaborate on the establishment of such an 
institute, with philanthropist Lee Kong Chian (李光前 Li Guangqian) expressing his 
willingness to sponsor the centre.27 It had been Xu who had drafted the proposal for 
this venture, and given his scholarly reputation, he became the founding Director of 
this Institute of Southeast Asia (南洋研究所 Nanyang yanjiusuo) in 1957.28 He also 
held the concurrent appointment of Associate Professor with Nantah’s Department of 
History and Geography. From 1957 to 1961, when he left Nantah, Xu therefore taught 
a new generation of scholars who graduated with sterling results and who became 
South Seas Society members after establishing their careers.29 This group included 
Cui Guiqiang ( 崔 贵 强  Chui Kwei Chiang/Tsui Kuei-chiang/Chui Kwee 
Chiang/Chooi Kwai Keong), a History major among the first batch of Nantah 
graduates in 1959 and who joined the South Seas Society in 1969; and Yen Ching 
Hwang (颜清湟  Yan Qinghuang/Yen Ching-hwang), a History student from the 
second batch of Nantah graduates (1960) whose interest in Malayan history was 
                                                 
27 NM, 7 Jun. 1957, 20 Aug. 1957, 22 Aug. 1957, 27 Sep. 1957, all n.p. 
28 “Editor’s Academic Experiences”, Journal of Southeast Asian Researches (东南亚研究 Dongnanya 
yanjiu) (JSEAR) 4 (Dec. 1968), n.p.; and “Editorial”, JSSS 13,2 (Dec. 1957), n.p. 
29 Nanyang daxue chuangxiao shizhounian jinian tekan (南洋大学创校十周年纪念特刊 Nanyang 
University Tenth Anniversary Souvenir), ed. Nanyang daxue chuangxiao shizhounian jinian tekan 
bianji weiyuanhui (南洋大学创校十周年纪念特刊编辑委员会) (Singapore: Nanyang daxue, 1966), 
pp. 194, 204, and 211. The dates of membership have been compiled from the various membership lists 
and annual reports in the JSSS. 
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inspired by Xu and who joined the Society in 1964.30 There was also Yong Ching Fatt 
(杨进发 Yang Jinfa/C.F. Yong), a South Seas Society member from 1971 and a 
History graduate from the class of 1961 for whom Xu served as the inspiration for an 
interest in the histories of Southeast Asia as well as the Chinese in Southeast Asia; as 
well as Ng Chin Keong (吴振强 Wu Zhenqiang/Ng Chin-keong), who was close to 
Xu and who graduated with the Nantah History batch of 1961 batch before joining the 
Society in 1971.31
 
While it is tempting to subscribe to the bipolar rubric of the “Chinese-
educated” ( 华 校 生  huaxiaosheng) and the “English-educated” ( 英 校 生 
yingxiaosheng), particularly in relation to these Nantah graduates, such a method of 
classification is in fact an oversimplification. Kwok Kian-Woon has defined this 
“historical bifurcation” in terms of “the dominant language that successive cohorts of 
students were schooled in an educational system based on the British colonial model 
of four language streams – English, Chinese, Malay, and Tamil”, yet he has had to 
qualify his problematic description by stating that “it did not necessarily follow that 
all members of this [Chinese-educated] grouping were… basically monolingual in 
Chinese and only at home in ‘Chinese culture’”.32 Hence, in the case of the Nantah 
graduates who were taught by Xu Yunqiao, to impose the term “Chinese-educated” 
                                                 
30 Cui Guiqiang (崔贵强), “Xu Yunqiao: xueshi yuanbo de shixuejia (许云樵: 学识渊博的史学家)”, 
in Mailaixiya huaren lishi yu renwu wenhuabian: chengxi yu jueze (马来西亚华人历史与人物文化篇: 
承袭与抉择 Malaysian Chinese History and Personalities: The Intellectual Elites), ed. He Guozhong  
(何国忠) (Kuala Lumpur: Malaixiya huashe zhongxin, 2003), pp. 155-158 (Cui has provided a first-
hand description of Xu’s stint at Nantah); Yan Qinghuang (颜清湟), “Daonianwu shi Xu Yunqiao 
jiaoshou (悼念吾师许云樵教授)”, JSSS 37 (1982), p. 49; and “Society Honours its Founder”, The 
Straits Times (ST), 24 Nov. 1982. 
31 Yang Jinfa (杨进发), “Yiwu shi Xu Yunqiao jiaoshou (忆吾师许云樵教授)”, JSSS 37 (1982), p. 40; 
and Wu Zhenqiang (吴振强), “Daonian Xu Yunqiao laoshi (悼念许云樵老师)”, JSSS 37 (1982), p. 47.  
32  Kwok Kian-Woon, “Chinese-Educated Intellectuals in Singapore: Marginality, Memory and 
Modernity”, Asian Journal of Social Science 29,3 (2001), pp. 495-496, 502. 
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would be to commit a fallacy since doing so would not take into consideration the 
genealogy of knowledge at work since Xu was a migrant scholar from China who had 
not been educated via the British colonial educational system and who was therefore 
not “Chinese-educated” as far as the criteria used for this problematic classification 
are concerned. Additionally, Xu’s teaching was not the only source that influenced the 
intellectual development of these Nantah graduates. Their thinking was also shaped 
by graduate-level training at Western tertiary institutions. For instance, Cui Guiqiang, 
Yen Ching Hwang, Yong Ching Fatt, and Ng Chin Keong all went on to receive 
graduate degrees from universities which operated in the Western intellectual 
tradition. Cui received a Master of Arts degree from the University of Hawaii, 
whereas his three other Nantah compatriots received Ph.D.s from the Australian 
National University, with Ng also obtaining a Master of Arts degree from the 
University of Wisconsin (Madison campus) along the way.33
 
The induction, during the 1960s and early 1970s, of these Nantah graduates 
into the South Seas Society contributed to the formation of a Singapore-Malaya(sia) 
identity in terms of its membership composition because Nanyang University had 
been established in the spirit of Malayanization via a Xinma-Southeast Asia track. 
Furthermore, just as Nantah should not be categorized as simply a China-oriented 
                                                 
33  Chinese Overseas Homepage, Chinese Library, National University of Singapore, 
<http://www.lib.nus.edu.sg/chz/chineseoverseas/>; and Ng Chin Keong profile, Department of History 
Handbook 2000/2001, National University of Singapore, p. 17. Some examples of their English 
language academic works include: Chui Kwei-chiang, The Response of the Malayan Chinese to 
Political and Military Developments in China, 1945-1949 (Singapore: Institute of Humanities and 
Social Sciences, College of Graduate Studies, Nanyang University, 1977); Chui Kwei-chiang, and 
Fujio Hara, Emergence, Development and Dissolution of the Pro-China Organizations in Singapore 
(Tokyo: Institute of Developing Economies, 1991); Yen Ching Hwang, The Overseas Chinese and the 
1911 Revolution (Kuala Lumpur: Oxford University Press, 1976); Yen Ching Hwang, Coolies and 
Mandarins: China’s Protection of Overseas Chinese during the Late Ch’ing Period (1851-1911) 
(Singapore: Singapore University Press, 1985); C.F. Yong and R.B. McKenna, The Kuomintang 
Movement in British Malaya 1912-1949 (Singapore: Singapore University Press, 1990); and Ng Chin-
keong, Trade and Society: The Amoy Network on the China Coast, 1683-1735 (Singapore: Singapore 
University Press, 1983). 
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institution, these alumni should not be classified using the convenient but simplistic 
bipolarization of the “Chinese-educated” and the “English-educated”. The Xinma-
Southeast Asia element in the Society’s Singapore-Malaya(sia) orientation was 
further evident from the organization’s position in the field of Southeast Asian 
studies. 
 
The Impact of the Emergence of Southeast Asian Studies 
 The post-war decades saw the emergence of a global climate of Southeast 
Asian studies, including the advent of Southeast Asian studies as multi-disciplinary 
area studies in the United States during the 1950s and 1960s, a development which 
was spearheaded for example by the setting up of the Southeast Asia Program at 
Cornell.34
 
The main reason why the South Seas Society was able to plug into this global 
network of Southeast Asian studies was because of the JSSS’s academic reputation. 
Indeed, the distinguished historian Harry Benda classified the JSSS, the Journal of the 
Malaysian Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society and the Journal of Southeast Asian 
History as examples of “scholarly journals” based in Singapore.35 He did not mention 
                                                 
34 A vast array of works have covered the emergence of Southeast Asian studies, including: Paul H. 
Kratoska, Remco Raben, and Henk Schulte Nordholt, “Locating Southeast Asia”, in Locating 
Southeast Asia, pp. 4-6; Ruth McVey, “Change and Continuity in Southeast Asian Studies, Journal of 
Southeast Asian Studies 26,1 (Mar. 1995), pp. 1-9; Ruth McVey, “Globalization, Marginalization, and 
the Study of Southeast Asia”, in Craig J. Reynolds and Ruth McVey, Southeast Asian Studies: 
Reorientations (Ithaca, New York: Cornell Southeast Asia Program Publications, 1998), pp. 37-64; and 
J.D. Legge, “The Writing of Southeast Asian History”, in The Cambridge History of Southeast Asia, 
vol. 1: From Early Times to c. 1800, ed. Nicholas Tarling (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1992), pp. 1-50. 
35 Harry J. Benda, “Research in Southeast Asian Studies in Singapore”, JSSS 24 (1969), p. 4. Refer also 
to Sharon Carstens’ observation that the JSSS was “in a class similar to Western academic journals”: 
Sharon A. Carstens, “Chinese Publications and the Transformation of Chinese Culture in Singapore 
and Malaysia”, in Changing Identities of the Southeast Asian Chinese since World War II, eds. Jennifer 
Cushman and Wang Gungwu (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 1988; reprint ed., Hong 
Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 1990), p. 81. 
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at all the South Seas Society’s post-war monograph series (南洋学会丛书 Nanyang 
xuehui congshu) which had been started in 1960 and which, by the time he made this 
comment in 1969, comprised some ten volumes.36  This was an indication of the 
organization’s reliance on its flagship journal for acknowledgement of its academic 
standing in Southeast Asian studies. The importance of the JSSS was also reflected in 
its circulation. For example, by 1964, subscribers of the Journal included not only 
institutions in East Asia but also encompassed the School of Oriental and African 
Studies at the University of London, the Ecole Francaise D’Extreme Orient in France, 
the Chinese-Japanese Library of the Harvard-Yenching Institute, the University 
Libraries at Yale and Cornell, the East Asiatic Library of the University of California 
at Berkeley, the Library of Congress, and the Library of the Academy of Science in 
Leningrad.37
 
The main focus of the JSSS’s coverage during this global era of Southeast 
Asian studies revolved around the Xinma context, a feature which was a legacy of 
Wang Gungwu’s editorship. Such an approach represented the South Seas Society’s 
contribution to the field. Yang Guangxi has, for example, observed that the two key 
themes in the JSSS from 1958 onwards were Chinese society and politics in Singapore 
and Malaya(sia) and Chinese language literature in the same geographical area.38  
More significantly, the appendices in Yang’s work offer more detailed insights into 
the Journal. One of these appendices comprises a breakdown of all of the JSSS 
                                                 
36 The most up-to-date list of the titles (c. 2000) is available in Gwee Yee Hean: “Publications of the 
South Seas Society, 1940-2000 (南洋学会出版物一览 Nanyang xuehui chubanwu yilan)” (Gwee Yee 
Hean Collection). 
37 See the membership list for 1964, JSSS 18 (1962-1963), pp. 132-134. 
38 Yang Guangxi, “Cong Nanyang xuebao he Yazhou wenhua kan Dongnanya huarenshi de yanjiu”, pp. 
28-33. 
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articles from 1958 to 1997 according to their topics and themes. 39  Two broad 
categories exist, namely, the Chinese in Southeast Asia and other aspects of Southeast 
Asian studies. Concerning the issues published during the late 1950s, the 1960s and 
early 1970s, the majority of the articles came under the banner of research on the 
Chinese in Southeast Asia. This first category’s sub-themes included an emphasis on 
Chinese society and politics, a sub-area which was overwhelmingly Xinma in focus 
with only three articles examining Indochina, Indonesia or the broader context of the 
Chinese in Southeast Asia. Other sub-themes situated within a Singapore-Malaya(sia) 
setting encompassed Chinese literature and culture, economics, education, 
newspapers, as well as biographical discussions of prominent Chinese such as Lim 
Boon Keng (林文庆 Lin Wenqing). In the second broad category, which consisted of 
topics that did not deal with the Chinese, sub-themes related to the Xinma entity 
constituted a key bloc, be it in terms of Malaya, Malaysia or Singapore. This is made 
especially clear through Yang’s method of listing, which first divides the articles 
according to sub-themes like economics, socio-political discussions, and educational 
developments, and then breaks them down further according to their geographical 
affiliation. 
 
Another dimension of the Xinma-Southeast Asia linkage that contributed to 
the formation of the South Seas Society’s Singapore-Malaya(sia) orientation was the 
organization’s status within the Chinese language track of Southeast Asian studies in 
                                                 
39 Ibid., pp. 79-90. 
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Singapore.40 The 1960s featured significant events such as the launch of the Journal 
of Southeast Asian History (JSEAH) (now the Journal of Southeast Asian Studies) in 
1960 as well as the establishment of the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies (ISEAS) 
on 7 June 1968, and the Society was able to make its presence felt on the Singapore 
scene of Southeast Asian studies as well. For instance, K.G. Tregonning, who 
founded the JSEAH, invited the South Seas Society to send delegates to deliver papers 
at the first ever international conference of Southeast Asian historians held in January 
1961.41 Additionally, the Society was involved in a Seminar on Research Programmes 
in Singapore, which took place from 6 to 8 August 1969, together with representatives 
from the ISEAS, the University of Singapore, Nanyang University, and various other 
academic societies.42
 
Even so, the primary reason for the respect accorded to the Society was its age 
rather than due to any other factors: together with its flagship JSSS, the organization 
had been founded in the shadow of China-based Nanyang studies, which had existed 
decades before the advent of the field of Southeast Asian studies. Indeed, the Journal 
was never truly a bilingual publication, and the emphasis on the Chinese language 
                                                 
40 Such a contextualization has been articulated in: Wang Gungwu, “Two Perspectives of Southeast 
Asian Studies: Singapore and China”, in Locating Southeast Asia, pp. 73-74. Leo Suryadinata, an 
established academic among the Chinese intellectual community in Singapore who has published on 
Indonesian and Southeast Asian issues, has also attempted to position the South Seas Society within the 
field of Southeast Asian studies. His effort, however, has been too brief, comprising only a short 
narrative of the Society rather than exploring any linkages with other organizations or developments: 
“Southeast Asian Studies in Singapore: Past and Present”, in Toward the Promotion of Southeast Asian 
Studies in Southeast Asia, eds. Taufik Abdullah and Yekti Maunati (Jakarta Selatan, Indonesia: 
Program of Southeast Asian Studies, Indonesian Institute of Sciences, 1994; reprint ed., Jakarta 
Selatan, Indonesia: Program of Southeast Asian Studies, Indonesian Institute of Sciences, 1998), pp. 
97-98. 
41 NM, 19 Mar. 1960 and 11 Mar. 1961, n.p.; and Ken Tregonning, Home Port Singapore: An 
Australian Historian’s Experience 1953-1967 (Nathan, Australia: Centre for the Study of Australia-
Asia Relations, Griffith University, 1989), p. 30. 
42 NM, 27 Feb. 1965 and 23 Apr. 1966, n.p.; Minutes of South Seas Society Meetings (Handwritten in 
Chinese) (South Seas Society Collection) (MOM), 13 Nov. 1968, n.p.; and Benda, “Research in 
Southeast Asian Studies in Singapore”, footnote 1 on p. 10. 
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was clear from the case of Wong Lin Ken (王麟根 Wang Lingen) of the University of 
Singapore’s History Department. To elaborate, Wong was nominated by Wang 
Gungwu to take over the headship of the JSSS editorial team following Wang’s 
resignation, and while the nomination was accepted, Wong’s editorship lasted only 
for the period 1962-1963. The Society in fact credited the subsequent 1964-1965 sub-
committee with the publication of the JSSS volume for 1962-1963 (volume 18),43 an 
indication that Wong’s actual editorial involvement was possibly shorter than his 
official term of office. The reason for this was possibly that Wong was not bilingual 
and could not therefore adapt to the organization’s modus operandi.44 The academic 
dimension manifested in the field of Southeast Asian studies was not, however, the 
only facet of the South Seas Society’s identification with Singapore because the 
organization also participated in the building of a Singaporean nation. 
 
Participation in the Politics of Nation-building in Singapore 
When Singapore became an independent nation-state in 1965, economic 
development ranked very highly on the list of priorities for the ruling People’s Action 
Party (PAP) government. This theme thus formed part of the dominant narrative in the 
discourse on nation-building during the immediate post-independence years.45 Over 
the decades, the emphasis on economic survivalism became increasingly entrenched, 
to the extent that such a theme has come to dominate the national historical narrative 
                                                 
43 JSSS 18 (1962-1963): see the page with the notice on the editorial board near the front of the volume, 
and pp. 119-120. 
44 Interview with Gwee Yee Hean, 9 Jul. 2005. 
45 Hong Lysa and Huang Jianli, “The Scripting of Singapore’s National Heroes: Toying with Pandora’s 
Box”, in New Terrains in Southeast Asian History, eds. Abu Talib Ahmad and Tan Liok Ee (Singapore: 
Singapore University Press and Ohio University Press for the Center of International Studies, 2003), p. 
220. 
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of Singapore.46 C.J.W.-L. Wee has argued that one aspect of this historical meta-
narrative has been the deterministic trajectory of economic progress that traces the 
roots of modern Singapore’s existence back to 1819, when Sir Stamford Raffles 
founded a trading post on the island which came to be known as Singapore. The 
validity of such a chronological sequence has been consistently maintained in official 
governmental publications such as the Singapore: Facts and Figures (or Facts and 
Pictures) series published under the auspices of the Ministry of Culture and its 
subsequent substitute bodies. As Wee has pointed out, the sentence describing 
Raffles’ action in 1819, “when a ‘[t]rading station was established by Sir Stamford 
Raffles under an agreement between the British East India Company and the Sultan of 
Johore and Lingga, and the Malay Governor of the Island’”, has appeared in almost 
every edition of Singapore: Facts and Figures since the 1967 issue.47
 
This meta-narrative has similarly characterized much of the standard historical 
literature on Singapore’s past.48 Two examples have been C.M. Turnbull’s A History 
of Singapore 1819-1988, as well as A History of Singapore edited by Ernest Chew 
and Edwin Lee. Indeed, the opening sentence of Turnbull’s first chapter states firmly, 
“Modern Singapore dates from 30 January 1819, when the local chieftain, the 
Temenggong of Johore, signed a preliminary treaty with Sir Stamford Raffles, agent 
of the East India Company, permitting the British to set up a trading post”. As for the 
                                                 
46  Ien Ang and Jon Stratton, “The Singapore Way of Multiculturalism: Western Concepts/Asian 
Cultures”, Sojourn: Journal of Social Issues in Southeast Asia 10,1 (Apr. 1995), p. 73. 
47  C.J.W.-L. Wee, “Our Island Story: Economic Development and the National Narrative in 
Singapore”, in New Terrains, pp. 141-142, 149, and footnote 1 on p. 164. 
48 Yong Mun Cheong, “National History from the Sidelines: The Enrichment of Historiography by 
Studying Documents in Their Context”, in Constructing a National Past: National History and 
Historiography in Brunei, Indonesia, Thailand, Singapore, The Philippines, and Vietnam, ed. Putu 
Davies (Bandar Seri Begawan, Negara Brunei Darussalam: Department of History, Universiti Brunei 
Darussalam, 1996), p. 256. 
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latter work, the book contains a chapter on pre-1819 Singapore, but it nevertheless 
uses 1819 as a starting point in order to examine “Singapore’s colonial and national 
past”.49
 
Such a chronological schema placing primacy on the year 1819 has 
additionally been extended to encompass a standardized periodization in which 
Singapore’s history is divided into three phases, namely, the colonial era, the Japanese 
Occupation, and the post-independence years. For instance, the blurb on the back 
cover of Chew and Lee’s A History of Singapore proclaims that the book “tells how 
that settlement became a Crown Colony that was for over 100 years one of the most 
prosperous ports not just of British Malaya but in the entire British Empire… recounts 
the experiences of the people of the island between 1942 and 1945 when Japanese 
forces occupied Malaya, and explains the dramatic events of the post-war era, when 
Singapore became a self-governing state, later joined Malaysia, and in 1965 separated 
from Malaysia to assume its modern identity as an independent republic.”50
 
 The national historical narrative in Singapore and the broader context of 
nation-building thus jointly provide a framework within which the South Seas 
Society’s history from 1965 to 1971 can be examined. This contextualization would 
also contribute to our understanding of the Society’s Singapore-Malaya(sia) identity. 
The South Seas Society’s participation in the politics of constructing a Singaporean 
nation took the form of its indirect involvement through the activities of another 
organization with which the South Seas Society had intimate links, the Island Society, 
                                                 
49 Turnbull, A History of Singapore, p. 1; and “Editors’ Introduction”, in A History of Singapore, eds. 
Ernest C.T. Chew and Edwin Lee (Singapore: Oxford University Press, 1991), p. xix. 
50 Chew and Lee, eds., A History of Singapore. 
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as well as its direct involvement that was manifested in, for example, the publication 
of a book in 1969. Let us therefore begin with an analysis of the South Seas Society’s 
symbiotic relationship with the Island Society. 
 
In mid-1966, the idea of forming a new society focusing on post-independence 
developments in Singapore began to take root among several members of the Chinese 
intellectual community. This resulted in a series of meetings in preparation for the 
official inauguration of the organization, the Island Society, Singapore, which took 
place on 23 December 1966. As for the rationale concerning the Island Society’s 
establishment, it has been suggested that the main reason was an interest among the 
Island Society’s founders in Singapore-Malaya(sia) Chinese literature, a more specific 
area which necessitated the formation of a new organization in order that the South 
Seas Society maintain its broader focus on the Southeast Asian region as a whole.51 
Another explanation which has been posited is that the Island Society was founded as 
a channel for expressing opinions and commentary on matters concerning Singapore, 
especially in terms of public issues, in order that the South Seas Society’s activities 
not deviate from scholarship of a strictly academic nature. 52  Some interesting 
observations can be made to resolve this apparent divergence of views. 
 
Firstly, while these two views seem to offer contrasting perspectives on the 
rationale for the Island Society’s establishment, the common denominator is that the 
founders of the Island Society wanted to distinguish between the aims and activities 
of the Island Society and those of the South Seas Society. This was in spite of the fact 
                                                 
51 Interview with Gwee Yee Hean, 9 Jul. 2005. 
52 Conversation with Mr A, Jun. 2005 (conducted in Mandarin). Mr A has been a senior member of the 
South Seas Society. He declined to give a formal interview. 
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that there was an overlapping of membership between the two organizations. Indeed, 
a number of the Island Society’s founders were either already South Seas Society 
members or were to join the South Seas Society soon after setting up the Island 
Society.53 The latter group included Png Poh Seng (方宝成 Fang Baocheng), who 
joined the South Seas Society in 1967, whereas for the former group, this 
encompassed Lee Ting Hui (李廷辉 or 李庭辉 Li Tinghui/Lee Ah Chai), who had 
joined the South Seas Society in 1960, and Gwee Yee Hean (魏维贤 Wei Weixian), 
who had become a South Seas Society member in 1954. Additionally, the two 
societies frequently organized various activities such as seminars and talks on a joint 
basis following the Island Society’s inauguration.54 The organizations thus enjoyed a 
symbiotic relationship, one which reflected the South Seas Society’s indirect 
involvement in nation-building given the nature of the Island Society’s activities. 
 
Indeed, it is true that the Island Society’s flagship periodical, the Xinshe 
xuebao (新社学报 Hsin-she Hsueh-pao: Journal of the Island Society, Singapore), 
seemed to be particularly concerned with the promotion of Chinese culture.55 Yet, as 
stated in an officially sanctioned short history written by a member, the Island Society 
was concerned that “[t]oo much emphasis [was] placed on economic growth rather 
than cultural building” and that “[i]t [was] here that the Island Society [had] an 
important role to play, i.e. to help create a balanced Singaporean culture in the course 
of nation-building”. This concern with cultural issues was thus a form of commentary 
                                                 
53  For the founding Island Society members’ names, see: Ong Tee Wah, “The Island Society, 
Singapore: Past, Present and Future”, in Xinshe xueshu lunwenji (新社学术论文集 Collected Papers of 
The Island Society), vol. 1, eds. Zheng Liangshu (郑良树 Tay Lian Soo) and Wei Weixian (魏维贤 
Gwee Yee Hean) (Singapore: Island Society, Singapore, 1978), pp. 67-68. 
54 See various post-1966 South Seas Society HWBG. 
55 NM, 11 Nov. 1967, n.p.; and Ong Tee Wah, “The Island Society”, p. 75. My analysis is additionally 
based on an examination of the Xinshe xuebao’s contents. 
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on the politics of nationhood. The choice of both the Island Society’s English and 
Chinese names also reflected such interest in the construction of a Singaporean polity. 
The word “Island” was selected with the island-state of Singapore in mind; and the 
first character in its Chinese name, “Xinshe (新社)”, was deliberately chosen because 
it corresponded with the first character of Singapore’s Chinese name, “Xinjiapo (新加
坡)”.56
 
Despite professing to offer an alternative approach towards nation-building, 
however, the Island Society did have close links to the PAP government. For instance, 
many of the Society’s meetings were held at the Political Studies Centre, which was 
set up by then Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew (李光耀  Li Guangyao) and then 
Finance Minister Goh Keng Swee (吴庆瑞 Wu Qingrui) for the education of senior 
civil servants on political issues such as the Communist threat, and one of the 
Society’s periodicals, the Island Society Quarterly (新社季刊 Xinshe jikan), was in 
fact published by the Educational Publications Bureau of the Ministry of Education.57 
Furthermore, Lee Ting Hui, the main driving force behind the establishment of the 
Island Society and its founding head, taught at the Political Studies Centre from 1964 
to 1969, held the appointment of Director-General of Education at the Ministry of 
Education from 1969 to 1971, and had close ties with Goh Keng Swee.58 Given Lee’s 
political connections, did they have an impact on the South Seas Society since he 
                                                 
56 Ong Tee Wah, “The Island Society”, pp. 65, 75, and 99. 
57  Ibid., p. 71; and “Interviews: Tay Kheng Soon and SPURS (Continued)”, 
<http://www.newsintercom.org/ nucleus/plugins/print/print.php?itemid=58>. 
58 Interview with A, Jun. 2005; Chinese Overseas Homepage, Chinese Library, National University of 
Singapore, <http://www.lib.nus.edu.sg/chz/chineseoverseas/>; blurb on the back cover of Lee Ting 
Hui, The Open United Front: The Communist Struggle in Singapore 1954-1966 (Singapore: South Seas 
Society, 1996); and interview with Gwee Yee Hean, 9 Jul. 2005. 
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occupied a position in the South Seas Society’s leadership hierarchy?59 There has 
been no evidence to prove that there was a direct correlation between Lee’s political 
ties and the South Seas Society’s activities. Nevertheless, Lee did participate in a 
1968-1969 South Seas Society project, an endeavour which wholeheartedly endorsed 
the national historical narrative and thereby provided an indication that the South Seas 
Society actually engaged in the politics of nation-building, the claim to be only 
concerned with scholarly issues notwithstanding. 
 
The final product of the project in question was a bilingual book published by 
the South Seas Society in 1969. The impetus for the publication was first generated on 
23 April 1967 with the rationale that since 1969 was to be the 150th anniversary of 
the widely-acknowledged beginning of modern Singapore, the organization should 
therefore publish a work in commemoration of the occasion. Hence, during October 
and November 1968, the Society, in collaboration with the University of Singapore, 
organized a series of talks on the theme, “From Settlement to Nation (从开埠到建国 
Cong kaibu dao jianguo)”.60 The papers delivered at the talks were compiled into a 
book that was named after this theme, and the articles therein comprised mostly 
reflective or introductory pieces revolving around various topics about Singapore.61 
Two of the papers, which represented the theme of the talks-cum-book project, were 
especially relevant to the broader framework of nation-building. 
                                                 
59 Lee was, for instance, the South Seas Society’s Honorary Secretary (English) from 1964 to 1967. 
60 NM, 23 Apr. 1967; MOM, 18 May 1968, 6 Jul. 1968, 28 Sep. 1968, and 25 Oct. 1969 (all n.p.). In 
conjunction with the purpose of commemorating the birth of modern Singapore, the Society also 
participated in a month-long exhibition held at the National Museum from 14 August 1969. 
Unfortunately, the Society has mentioned this exhibition only in passing (NM, 1 Aug. 1969). One 
possible reason might have been that attention was focused on the talks-cum-book project, which 
occupies the limelight among the Society’s records for the years 1968 and 1969 in terms of the 150th 
anniversary of modern Singapore. 
61 Huang Jinggong (黄敬恭 Wong King Kung) and Wei Weixian (魏维贤 Gwee Yee Hean), eds, Cong 
kaibu dao jianguo (从开埠到建国 From Settlement to Nation) (Singapore: South Seas Society, 1969). 
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Firstly, in the book, Ten Chin Liew’s “Nation-building” discusses various 
approaches to nation-building, which he defines as “the attempt to provide the basis of 
national unity and identity”. In Singapore’s context, he explains and supports the PAP 
government’s adoption of social mobility and basic (but not complete) meritocracy. 
Ten additionally focuses on the political system in Singapore, which he suggests is 
one based on a democratic approach, but which revolves around (at least at the time 
the article was written) a “one-party Parliament”. While his discussion of nation-
building makes for a stimulating read, it is clear that his article examines mainly the 
social and political spheres. Indeed, he makes no bones about this, stating that the 
social and political dimensions usually form the basis for nation-building, yet towards 
the conclusion of his chapter, he seems to retract this fundamental premise, saying 
that “Singapore cannot concentrate solely on ‘nation-building’ in this sense 
[because]… [i]t has also to entrench the basis of its very survival.” He proceeds to 
observe, “For unless a country can ensure its economic and military viability, the 
achievement of nationhood is quite pointless.”62 This disclaimer contradicts the basic 
tone and approach of his article, and its inclusion thus reflects the dominance of the 
national historical narrative based on the theme of economic survivalism since he has 
effectively bought a political insurance policy with such a statement. 
 
The hegemonic grip of the meta-narrative is even more prominent in Lee Ting 
Hui’s chapter, “Milestones in the Historical Development of Singapore”. In the first 
place, Lee declares, “Singapore was founded in 1819 by Sir Stamford Raffles, as 
                                                 
62 Ten Chin Liew, “Nation-building”, in Cong kaibu dao jianguo, pp. 153-155, and 157-159. Born in 
what is now Malaysia, Ten was a graduate of the University of Malaya in Singapore (Bachelor of Arts) 
and the London School of Economics (Master of Arts), eventually rising to become Professor of 
Philosophy and Acting Head of the School of Philosophy, Linguistics, and Bioethics at Monash 
University, Australia, before taking up the headship of the Philosophy Department at the National 
University of Singapore: see his brief background on The Victorian Web: Literature, History, & 
Culture in the Age of Victoria at <http://www.victorianweb.org/misc/ten.html>. 
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everyone already knows so well.”63 Similarly, his periodization of Singapore’s history 
using the colonial rule-Japanese Occupation-independent Singapore schema also 
accentuates the article’s adherence to the national historical narrative, and if this were 
not enough, Lee concludes his piece by hammering in the need for Singapore to 
“survive in [a] hostile world” by building an army and by “guarantee[ing] its 
economic viability”.64 Not content with having made his point, Lee even argues, “To 
merely fight for survival is a negative aim in life… Prosperity is the next higher 
ambition”, hence the need “to industrialise and to develop tourism as well”.65
 
The overall implications of the South Seas Society-Island Society relationship 
and the 1969 South Seas Society project were three-fold. Firstly, even though the 
South Seas Society did not participate in any political activity, defined in the 
conventional sense of open alignment or opposition to the ruling government, it did 
have a political stake in the construction of a Singaporean nation. This was evident 
from the 1969 publication, which provided a direct political commentary despite 
disclaimers such as the statement made by Gwee Yee Hean, then the head of the 
South Seas Society, during the 1970s, that “for political activity (as distinct from the 
study of politics or political activities), our Constitution strictly forbids such 
indulgence, and we have, over the last four decades, adhered to that stand”, and the 
constitutional clause in question which was present right from the inaugural 
constitution, that “Members shall not interest [sic] in any kind of political activities in 
                                                 
63 Italics are mine for emphasis. 
64 Italicization carried out by me for emphasis. 
65 Lee Ting Hui, “Milestones in the Historical Development of Singapore”, in Cong kaibu dao jianguo, 
pp. 161 and 164. 
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connection with any part of the South Seas countries”.66  Second, the South Seas 
Society thus directly participated in the politics of nation-building despite the 
formation of the Island Society, the latter organization being created with the 
objective of dealing with specifically Singapore-related issues due to the sensitivity of 
the political climate during the immediate post-independence years and to thereby 
insulate the South Seas Society from any accusations of partaking in political activity. 
In fact, the two organizations’ intimate relationship was itself another manifestation, 
albeit indirect, of the South Seas Society’s involvement in the construction of a 
Singaporean nation. Thirdly, the character of the South Seas Society’s participation in 
the politics of nation-building reflected the hegemonic grip of the national historical 
narrative because the articles which dealt directly with nation-building and 
Singapore’s history endorsed this meta-narrative. This is further evident from the 
purpose of the book, which was intended to commemorate the 150th anniversary of 
the establishment of a settlement on Singapore island and to mark the fourth 
anniversary of Singapore’s independence, as well as from its title, From Settlement to 
Nation, both of which served as validations of the periodization schema based on 
economic survivalism constructed by the national historical narrative.67  By 1971, 
however, two years after the publication of this book, the Singapore-Malaya(sia) 
entity no longer formed the basis of the South Seas Society’s identity because an 
attempt was made to internationalize its orientation, defined in terms of taking the 
Society to ostensibly greater heights through the move beyond local shores via the 
organization of international conferences. This will be the story of my next chapter. 
                                                 
66 Gwee Yee Hean, “South Seas Society”, p. 38: italics inherent in source; and “Rules of the South Seas 
Society, Singapore”, JSSS 1,1 (Jun. 1940), p. 2 of the English section. 
67 Lian Shisheng (连士生), “Xu (序)”, in Cong kaibu dao jianguo, n.p. 
CHAPTER FOUR 
 
THE SEARCH FOR A NEW DIRECTION: 
GLOBALIZATION, MARGINALIZATION, AND RE-SINICIZATION, 
1971-2000 
 
 With the shift in the South Seas Society’s (南洋学会  Nanyang xuehui) 
orientation from a Nanyang (南洋) to a specifically Singapore-Malaya(sia) (新马 
Xinma) context, the question at hand was whether there would be a further 
transformation such that a new form of identity would emerge. The move to co-
organize an intellectual exchange programme with the Chinese University of Hong 
Kong (香港中文大学  Xianggang zhongwen daxue) (CUHK) in 1971 was a 
manifestation of the Society’s search for a new role to play, an attempt to add an 
international dimension by broadening the focus of its identity. Such collaboration 
with the CUHK was not immediately replicated within the next ten years due to the 
financial cost involved.1 It was not until the 1980s that the Society resumed its co-
operation with various domestic and overseas institutions to hold a series of 
international conferences on related themes.2 This formed the cornerstone of Gwee 
Yee Hean’s (魏维贤 Wei Weixian) handling of the Society in his capacity as its head, 
and it effectively constituted the hallmark of the organization’s activities for about 
three decades from 1971 onwards since Gwee chaired the Society for almost the 
entire period, with the exception of a short lapse between 1972 and early 1974 when 
                                                 
1 Interview with Gwee Yee Hean (魏维贤 Wei Weixian), 9 Jul. 2005 (conducted in English). 
2 I have chosen to focus on the international conferences because they formed the spine of the Society’s 
search for a new direction in its identity from 1971 to 2000. This did not of course mean that there were 
totally no other activities during this period, particularly where the impasse between the first (1971) 
and second conferences (1984) was concerned. These other non-international-conference activities, 
however, were not the major highlights from 1971 to 2000, besides which it is not necessary to 
replicate information already contained in the various article-length factual accounts of the Society’s 
history (see pp. 1-2 of this dissertation) as well as in the relevant Societal annual reports (会务报告 
Huiwu baogao) (HWBG) published in the Journal of the South Seas Society (南洋学报 Nanyang 
xuebao) (JSSS). 
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Huang Duxiu (黄笃修 Wong Tok-sau) was the president. One is thus tempted to 
contextualize the conferences within a framework based on an evaluation of Gwee’s 
leadership. Indeed, there was more than one instance of dissatisfaction with him, and 
this ranged from disagreement with his arbitrary style of leadership to strongly-
worded personal attacks on the man. 
 
This chapter will argue, however, that the internationalization of the South 
Seas Society’s identity should be, more importantly, set against the parallel backdrop 
of the marginalization of the Chinese intellectual community in Singapore. Such a 
development took place as a consequence of governmental policies implemented with 
the objective of plugging Singapore into the world economy in response to the forces 
of post-colonial globalization. Emphasis was placed first on the use of the English 
language and then on the necessity for bilingualism, both of which were in practice 
detrimental to the status of the Chinese language as a medium of teaching and 
communication. The South Seas Society’s project of internationalization was 
therefore one type of response to such marginalization, with other methods being 
practised by various organizations within the Chinese intellectual community. While 
other groups adopted, for example, either a more moderate route via the application of 
bilingualism as a strategy for survival or through celebrating marginality, the South 
Seas Society’s policy was essentially one of re-Sinicization since its series of 
international conferences had a strong Greater China flavour. The Society had been 
born under the shadow of a China-based tradition of Nanyang studies (南洋研究 
Nanyang yanjiu), and although such a linkage had gradually declined in importance 
over the decades, the organization in its third phase (1971-2000) now looked toward 
China once more, an approach which can additionally be contextualized against the 
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hybrid Greater China discourse on the global scene. Re-Sinicization for the South 
Seas Society eventually culminated in the main highlight of the organization’s sixtieth 
anniversary celebrations, which consisted of a conference in Beijing (北京) that saw 
the Society renewing emotional ties to the Chinese mainland by claiming that China 
had all along been its spiritual birthplace even though the organization had been 
established in the Nanyang.3
 
The Internationalization of Identity under the Leadership of Gwee Yee Hean 
 The South Seas Society’s Singapore-Hong Kong Exchange of Scholars 
Programme (新港学人交流计划 Xingang xueren jiaoliu jihua) that was implemented 
during the months of May and June, 1971, was different from the public lectures, 
seminars and forums for intellectual exchange previously organized by the Society 
since the first such event on 29 May 1948 at Raffles College, a public lecture by 
Professor E.H.G. Dobby on the historical geography of Southeast Asia. The 1971 
programme stood out because it was the Society’s maiden effort at holding a high-
profile event on the international stage. Past forays into the international arena had 
been made only by individual members and not by the organization as a whole. It was 
thus true that this instance of intellectual exchange constituted an expansion of the 
Society’s activities beyond local shores. Indeed, the programme’s objective was the 
“fostering [of] closer cultural and academic ties between the ‘two cities’ [of Hong 
Kong and Singapore]”, the premise being that both sides could learn from each other 
                                                 
3 I will elaborate on such a claim regarding China’s role in the final section of this chapter, “Re-
Sinicization Sixty Years On”. 
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despite their mutual physical distance.4 This meant that while the other co-organizer, 
the CUHK, represented Hong Kong, the South Seas Society effectively served as 
Singapore’s national representative. 
 
To achieve the aim of intellectual exchange on an international level, an 
ambitious two-stage programme was implemented. The first phase saw the arrival of 
four high-profile Hong Kong-based scholars in Singapore, namely, Shou-sheng Hsueh 
(薛寿生 Xue Shousheng), the Dean of the CUHK’s Faculty of Social Sciences, Fan 
Shuh Ching (范叔钦 Fan Shuqin/S.C. Fan), Senior Lecturer in Economics at the 
University of Hong Kong, Stephen C. Soong (宋淇 Song Qi), Special Assistant to the 
Vice-Chancellor of the CUHK, and Chen Ching Ho (陈荆和  Chen Jinghe), the 
Director of the CUHK’s Centre of East Asian Studies. They each delivered individual 
public lectures at the Singapore Conference Hall from 25 to 28 May 1971 based on a 
diversity of topics, some of which revolved around direct comparisons between 
Singapore and Hong Kong.5 The focus on a comparative analysis of the two port-
cities was more prominent in the two forums, which were recorded at the studio of 
what was then known as the Radio and Television Singapore on 27 and 28 May.6
                                                 
4 Refer to the preface in Chinese and p. 171 of the report in English, in Wei Weixian (魏维贤) and Xu 
Suwu (许苏吾), eds., Xingang xueren yanjiang ji zuotan lu (新港学人演讲及座谈录) (Singapore: 
Xinjiapo Nanyang xuehui, 1972). See also Newsletter (通讯 Tongxun), Department of Extramural 
Studies, The Chinese University of Hong Kong, 11 (Oct. 1971), p. 1. 
5 The titles of these lectures were: “Dongnanya guojia zhi jingji fazhan yu xingzheng (东南亚国家之
经济发展与行政 Economic Development and Administration in Southeast Asian Countries)”, “Fanyi 
yu shehui fazhan (翻译与社会发展 The Role of Translation Work in the Development of Society)”, 
“Xinjiapo he Xianggang jingji jiegou de bijiao (新加坡和香港经济结构的比较 A Comparative Study 
of the Economic Structures of Hong Kong and Singapore)”, and “Yuanshizu de Riben chushi (元世祖
的日本出师 The Mongolian Expeditions to Japan during the Yuan Dynasty)”. 
6 The first topic was “Dushihua suo dailai de zhongzhong wenti (都市化所带来的种种问题 Problems 
of a Highly Urbanized Society)”, with particular reference being made to Singapore and Hong Kong in 
the course of the discussion. The second forum revolved around “Zhishi fenzhi zai xiandaihua 
shehuizhong suo ying banyan de juese (知识份子在现代化社会中所应扮演的角色 The Role of the 
Intelligentsia in a Modern Society)”. 
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As for the second stage, this took place in June and it involved the visit to 
Hong Kong of a group of South Seas Society members comprising Gwee Yee Hean, 
the Society’s head and also then Acting Director of the School of Education at the 
University of Singapore, Teh Hoon Heng (郑奋兴 Zheng Fenxing), Professor of 
Mathematics at Nanyang University (南洋大学  Nanyang daxue, also popularly 
known as 南大 Nantah/Nanda), Lim Yung Kuo (林荣国 Lin Rongguo), Associate 
Professor of Physics at the University of Singapore, and Peter S.J. Chen (陈寿仁 
Chen Shouren), Lecturer in Sociology at the University of Singapore. These scholars 
served as speakers for a series of seminars held in the Seminar Room of the CUHK’s 
Department of Extramural Studies which were based on four fields pertaining to 
Singapore, namely, Education, Mathematics, Science and Sociology. Furthermore, 
two forums were recorded in the studios of the Hong Kong TV-B station on 23 June 
1971, and their topics were similar to the themes of the previous round of Singapore 
seminars, revolving around comparisons between Hong Kong and Singapore in terms 
of adult education and manpower issues.7
 
The emphasis on comparisons between Singapore and Hong Kong reflected 
the international nature of the South Seas Society-CUHK enterprise. The status of the 
Society as a national representative was further legitimized by official recognition 
from the Singapore government that was manifested in the role played by the Minister 
of Culture, Jek Yuen Thong ( 易润堂  Yi Runtang), as the chairman of the 
programme’s Honorary Advisory Committee. 
 
                                                 
7 The full transcripts of the various lectures, seminars and forums can be found in Wei Weixian and Xu 
Suwu, eds., Xingang xueren. 
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While there was a fairly long impasse in South Seas Society’s attempt to 
internationalize its identity after this early 1970s effort, this did not mean that the 
organization stopped pursuing its search for a new role through internationalization. 
For instance, from 4 to 5 August 1984, the Society organized an English-language 
conference at the Regional Language Centre (RELC) in Singapore with the financial 
backing of the Tan Kah Kee Foundation. Based on the theme of “Early Chinese 
Migration to Southeast Asia and America”, the event saw eight scholars from the 
United States and Singapore discussing the political, social and economic dimensions 
of Chinese migration during the period from the mid-nineteenth to the early twentieth 
centuries by using a comparative approach revolving around the two regions. In 
retrospect, this was but the first of a series of international conferences which 
discussed in chronological sequence the common theme of Chinese migration and 
society. 8  Similarly, from 17 to 21 February 1986, the Society held another 
international conference, this time in Taibei (台北 Taipei), Taiwan (台湾), as a multi-
party effort with the Institute of International Relations at the National Chengchi 
University (政治大学国际关系研究中心  Zhengzhi daxue guoji guanxi yanjiu 
zhongxin), the Institute of Modern History at the Academia Sinica (中央研究院近代
史研究所 Zhongyang yanjiuyuan jindaishi yanjiusuo), Academia Historica (国史馆 
Guoshiguan), and the Chinese Historical Society (中国历史学会 Zhongguo lishi 
xuehui). This Taibei conference, conceptualized at the earlier 1984 event in Singapore, 
was based on the theme of the “Hsin-hai Revolution and the Nanyang Chinese (辛亥
                                                 
8 See the Society’s report on the conference in: JSSS 40 (1985), pp. 71-72. An unpublished compilation 
of the draft papers delivered at the conference is available in the National University of Singapore 
(NUS) library under the title, “Early Chinese Migration to Southeast Asia and America”. A number of 
these papers, together with additional contributions, were later revised and published as Lee Lai To, 
ed., Early Chinese Immigrant Societies: Case Studies from North America and British Southeast Asia 
(Singapore: Heinemann Asia, 1988). 
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革命与南洋华人 Xinhai geming yu Nanyang huaren)”, with papers in Chinese (either 
originally written in Chinese or translated into Chinese) discussing the role of the 
overseas Chinese in the 1911 Revolution.9
 
Other international conferences which the South Seas Society either organized 
on its own or co-organized with various institutions included a pair of events in 1987. 
The first of these conferences was held in Hong Kong from 18 to 19 September, again 
in conjunction with the CUHK. It featured an estimated fifty-five participants who 
delivered papers in both English and Chinese on the theme of “Overseas Chinese in 
Asia between the Two World Wars (两次世界大战期间在亚洲之海外华人 Liangci 
shijie dazhan qijian zai Yazhou zhi haiwai huaren)”. 10  Within a week, on 22 
September, the Society co-organized a second conference at Jinan University (暨南大
学 Jinan daxue) in Shanghai (上海), with the University’s Institute of Southeast Asian 
Studies (东南亚研究所 Dongnanya yanjiusuo) serving as the other co-organizer. This 
time round, participants from the Society, who moved on to Shanghai after attending 
the Hong Kong event, as well as other scholars from Hong Kong and mainland China, 
held discussions on the issue of the Chinese overseas and the Pacific War (海外华人
                                                 
9 The complete set of papers has been published as a single compilation in Xinhai geming yu Nanyang 
huaren yantaohui lunwenji bianji weiyuanhui (辛亥革命与南洋华人研讨会论文集编辑委员会), ed., 
Xinhai geming yu Nanyang huaren yantaohui lunwenji (辛亥革命与南洋华人研讨会论文集) (Taibei: 
Xinhai geming yu Nanyang huaren yantaohui lunwenji bianji weiyuanhui, 1986). Additionally, the 
seven papers which were originally written in English have been published as a separate volume: Lee 
Lai To, ed., The 1911 Revolution – the Chinese in British and Dutch Southeast Asia (Singapore: 
Heinemann Asia under the auspices of the South Seas Society, Singapore, 1987). For further 
elaboration on the event, see Minutes of South Seas Society Meetings (Handwritten in Chinese) (South 
Seas Society Collection) (MOM), 18 Dec. 1985, n.p. 
10 For the Society’s report on this conference, see JSSS 42 (1987), pp. 117-119. Refer also to MOM, 3 
Jan. 1987, n.p. Further, a number of these papers have been published in a single volume: Ng Lun 
Ngai-ha (吴伦霓霞 Wu Lun Nixia), and Chang Chak Yan (郑赤琰 Zheng Chiyan), eds., Overseas 
Chinese in Asia Between the Two World Wars (两次世界大战期间在亚洲之海外华人 Liangci shijie 
dazhan qijian zai Yazhou zhi haiwai huaren) (Hong Kong: Overseas Chinese Archives, Centre for 
Contemporary Asian Studies, The Chinese University of Hong Kong, 1989). 
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与抗日战争 Haiwai huaren yu kangri zhanzheng).11 Additionally, from 25 to 28 
April 1989, in Xiamen (厦门 Amoy), another conference, based on the theme of “The 
Chinese Abroad: Social and Economic Changes since the Second World War (战后海
外华人变化 Zhanhou haiwai huaren bianhua), was co-organized with the China 
Overseas Chinese History Society (中国华侨历史学会  Zhongguo huaqiao lishi 
xuehui), the Fujian Overseas Chinese History Society (福建省华侨历史学会 
Fujiansheng huaqiao lishi xuehui), and the Institute of Nanyang Studies at Xiamen 
University (厦门大学南洋研究所 Xiamen daxue Nanyang yanjiusuo). This was a 
bilingual (English and Chinese) event.12 Finally, from 6 to 8 November 1990, the last 
conference in this series was held at the RELC in Singapore, with the South Seas 
Society acting as the sole organizer due to the generosity of the Lee Foundation and 
the Singapore Federation of Chinese Clan Associations (新加坡宗乡会馆联合总会 
Xinjiapo zongxiang huiguan lianhe zonghui or 宗乡联合总会  Zongxiang lianhe 
zonghui for short). This event, based on the theme of “Overseas Chinese towards the 
21st Century [sic] (迈向廿一世纪的海外华人社会 Maixiang nianyi shiji de haiwai 
huaren shehui)”, was meant to also celebrate the Society’s fiftieth anniversary, and it 
saw approximately fifty scholars delivering papers written in either English or 
Chinese.13
 
                                                 
11 The Society’s report on this event is available in: JSSS 42 (1987), p. 119. See also MOM, 3 Jan. 1987, 
n.p. It is not clear whether the conference working language was Chinese, but given its location and the 
geographical origins of the participants, Chinese was probably used as the language medium of the 
conference papers. 
12 The report for this conference can be found in: JSSS 44 (1989), pp. 105-110. 
13 See JSSS 45/46 (1990/1991), pp. 149-154, for the Society’s report. A number of these conference 
papers have been published in the same issue of the JSSS. For more information, refer also to MOM, 19 
May 1989 and 16 Mar. 1990, n.p. 
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The entire series of international conferences therefore formed the mainstay of 
the South Seas Society’s activities from the 1970s to the 1990s, and their chief 
architect was Gwee Yee Hean. Gwee headed the organization from 1970 to 2002, 
barring a short period from 1972 to February 1974 when he was just holding the Vice-
Chairmanship. A member since 1954, he had become increasingly involved in the 
Society’s activities from 1958 onwards, when he had first served as a member of the 
Wang Gungwu-led (王赓武 Wang Gengwu) editorial team which had taken over 
from Xu Yunqiao (许云樵 Hsu Yun Tsiao/Hsu Yun-Tsiao/Hsu Yun-ts’iao). His place 
in the organization’s history thus cannot be underestimated. Gwee has posited the 
argument that such international exchanges under the aegis of his leadership 
significantly raised the Society’s global profile.14 Indeed, a separate section in each of 
the organization’s annual reports was dedicated to these conferences, which were 
classified under the heading, “International Academic Exchange Activities (国际学术
交流活动  Guoji xueshu jiaoliu huodong)”. 15  Yet, the Society’s forays as a co-
organizer into the arena of international conferences were criticized in a complaint 
letter dated 30 July 1986 that launched a broadside at Gwee’s leadership. 
 
The complaint letter of 30 July 1986 was addressed directly to Gwee. It 
affords us with one way of contextualizing the international conferences, that is, in 
terms of Gwee’s leadership. The letter was signed by several members of the Society, 
namely, Li Jinquan (李金泉), Chen Zhenya (陈振亚), Lian Liangsi (连亮思), Liu 
Kang (刘抗), Fu Shiyi (符士毅), and Qiu Xinmin (邱新民), who adopted the moral 
                                                 
14 Interview with Gwee Yee Hean, 13 Mar. 2004. 
15 See, for instance, the 1984 HWBG in JSSS 40 (1985), the 1986 HWBG in JSSS 41 (1986), and the 
1987 HWBG in JSSS 43 (1988). 
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high-ground, stating that they were complaining for the organization’s sake.16 One of 
the points raised revolved around Gwee’s claim that the Society was “starting to 
become internationalized ( 开始走向国际  kaishi zouxiang guoji)” under his 
leadership, a statement made by a reporter in a newspaper article that had been based 
on an interview with Gwee.17 The letter writers took issue with this, accusing Gwee 
of stealing the thunder of previous Society leaders and suggesting that the 
organization was in fact “retreating” from the international arena (开始撤退 kaishi 
chetui) under Gwee’s leadership. They based their argument on the claim that there 
had been a decrease in the Society’s membership during his watch, particularly in 
terms of overseas members. The heart of the matter was really their anger with Gwee 
and his authoritarian leadership style, which allegedly included the arbitrary removal 
of members from the Society’s ranks. The overall tone of the letter was very personal 
since there was minimal effort to use empirical evidence to support the claims raised. 
Instead, accusations alleging that Gwee had gone against the spirit in which the 
organization had been founded were frequently uttered.18
 
In contrast, Gwee’s point-for-point rebuttal was largely straightforward, being 
based on facts. For instance, he stated quite clearly that the removal of members from 
                                                 
16 Correspondence between Gwee Yee Hean, and Li Jinquan (李金泉) et al., 30 Jul. 1986 (Typed in 
Chinese) (Gwee Yee Hean Collection); this letter has also been filed with the book containing the 
MOM. Gwee has, however, made a note on his copy of the complaint letter that a confidential source, 
Shi Yinzuo (施寅佐 Shih Yin-chu/Shih Yin-Tsuo), who had incidentally been a member of the group 
that had removed Xu Yunqiao (许云樵 Hsu Yun Tsiao/Hsu Yun-Tsiao/Hsu Yun-ts’iao) in 1958, 
revealed that the mastermind was in fact Peng Songtao (彭松涛) and that he was assisted by Lin 
Woling (林我铃  Lin Wo-ling/Lin Wo-Ling), another member of the anti-Xu coup team. Such 
skulduggery was practised in various circumstances, including (but not being solely restricted to) 
situations in which individuals were deemed to be too powerful within the Society, like the cases of Xu 
and Gwee. 
17 “Kaituo Nanyang wenhua 46 nian: fang Wei Weixian boshi tan Nanyang xuehui (开拓南洋文化 46
年: 访魏维贤博士谈南洋学会)”, Lianhe zaobao (联合早报) (LZ), 13 Jul. 1986. 
18 Correspondence between Gwee Yee Hean, and Li Jinquan et al., 30 Jul. 1986. 
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the Society’s ranks had been because they had not paid the membership fees despite 
repeated reminders. Moreover, as early as 1971, Gwee had made a move to “clean 
up” members who had defaulted on payments in spite of several reminders due to the 
money wasted in mailing publications and circulars to such members.19 His removal 
of members from the list had therefore not been a new development, and the fact that 
the letter writers had been with the Society for some time (Li Jinquan, for instance, 
had joined in 1971) and could not claim to be ignorant of such actions thus showed 
that the attack on Gwee’s leadership was really based on personal grounds. 
Nevertheless, in terms of the credit due for taking the organization to greater heights 
through forays into the international arena, Gwee’s counter-argument was on less firm 
ground, at least on first impression. He stated that the internationalization of the 
Society was “a fact” and that during the interview in question, he had had no intention 
of playing down the achievements of his predecessors, nor had he done any sort of 
comparison with the contributions of the Society’s previous leaders.20 Nonetheless, 
the dissenters’ claim that the South Seas Society was beginning to “retreat” from the 
international stage under Gwee’s leadership was not convincing. While it was true 
that the organization’s membership had been on the decline, the letter writers had not 
bothered to refer to data available in the public domain. Indeed, a check of the 
membership lists published in the Journal of the South Seas Society (南洋学报 
Nanyang xuebao) (JSSS) would have revealed this trend: there had been, for example, 
                                                 
19 MOM, 6 Mar. 1971, n.p. 
20  Correspondence between Gwee Yee Hean, and Li Jinquan (李金泉 ) et al., 28 Aug. 1986 
(Handwritten in Chinese) (Gwee Yee Hean Collection); this letter was also filed with the book 
containing the MOM. 
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some 215 members in 1971, 159 in 1974, 149 in 1976, and 102 in 1986.21 Instead, the 
signatories simply claimed that the Society’s council (under Gwee’s leadership) did 
not welcome new recruits.22 Furthermore, there was no attempt to directly address the 
international conferences because the dissenters had not been able to conceive 
objective criteria with which to support the claim that these Gwee-led initiatives had 
been failures. 
 
In contrast to the sweeping claims and personal tone of attack in the letter of 
1986, another method has been applied to criticize Gwee. This has involved the use of 
anecdotes as ammunition to prove that Gwee’s style of leadership was authoritarian, a 
more convincing approach than that adopted by the writers of the 1986 letter. One 
such anecdote which has been told has been based on the “C.C. Chin affair” of 1998-
1999.23 Chin (陈松沾 Chen Songzhan/Chin Chong Cham) joined the organization in 
1995 as a member, being elevated to the Society’s council as its academic liaison and 
publications head in 1996. According to Chin, Gwee had already known about Chin’s 
prior involvement with another organization, the Singapore Society of Asian Studies  
(新加坡亚洲研究学会 Xinjiapo Yazhou yanjiu xuehui) (SSAS), before approaching 
Chin to help with the South Seas Society. Chin had agreed not because he had been 
interested in challenging Gwee’s leadership, but because he had wanted to raise the 
academic standard of the JSSS, including breaking through the language barrier and 
making the publication a truly bilingual affair, as well as contribute to other activities 
                                                 
21 JSSS 26 (Dec. 1971), pp. 60-68; 29 (1974), pp. 76-77; 30 (1975), pp. 81-82; and 41 (1986), pp. 134-
136. Since they cannot be found among the Society’s records, these membership tallies have had to be 
manually calculated from membership lists, which themselves have been available only on an erratic 
basis in the JSSS during the post-Xu Yunqiao era. 
22 Correspondence between Gwee Yee Hean, and Li Jinquan et al., 30 Jul. 1986. 
23 Chin related his version of the affair to me in an interview conducted on 18 Jul. 2005. My other 
interviewees were generally tight-lipped about stories in general concerning inter-personal differences 
with Gwee. 
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such as conferences, seminars and research programmes. However, there occurred a 
series of events during 1998 and 1999 which led to Chin’s resignation of his 
appointments on the South Seas Society council. In 1998, a sub-committee formed to 
discuss a proposal to conduct research on Chinese education in Singapore, in 
collaboration with the Academia Sinica (中央研究院 Zhongyang yanjiuyuan) based 
in Taiwan, met to finalize the arrangements for the project. There was a dispute over 
the allocation of expenditure at this meeting, with some sub-committee members 
objecting to what they perceived as the unequal distribution of research funds even 
though certain topics necessitated higher expenditure due to the need to conduct 
research at archives beyond Singapore. Since no conclusion could be reached, Chin 
returned to Australia, where he was a visiting scholar with the Centre for the Study of 
the Chinese Southern Diaspora at the Australian National University, with the 
intention of compiling a proper calculation of the research expenditure necessary for 
each section of the project that would satisfy all participating parties. 
 
According to Chin, while he was in Australia, he received a circular issued by 
Gwee which indicated that a new sub-committee had been formed and that final 
decisions had been made concerning the project. Chin was unhappy with Gwee’s 
arbitrary methods because there had been a change of the project’s primary focus 
from the post-1959 era to the pre-1959 period possibly due to political sensitivities, 
namely, the fear of incurring the wrath of the People’s Action Party (PAP) 
government. More significantly, Chin’s dissatisfaction was motivated by the fact that 
such a modification, in addition to the finalization of arrangements, had been made 
without his knowledge even though he was the head of the Society’s research sub-
committee. According to Chin, he did not want to openly dispute with Gwee since 
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Gwee had once been his (Chin’s) teacher, so Chin’s response was to resign from the 
South Seas Society council. The Society then went ahead without Chin to complete 
the project, organizing a seminar from 15 to 17 December 2000 in Penang and 
subsequently publishing the project’s findings in Taiwan and Singapore.24
 
It is noteworthy that Chin’s version of events has restricted itself to criticism 
of Gwee’s leadership style through an anecdotal approach, which can be contrasted 
with the letter written by the dissenters of 1986 who wanted to address the issue of the 
international conferences but who could only use sweeping statements and personal 
attacks because they could not prove that these events had been failures. This reflects 
the restrictions in linking the conferences to an evaluation of Gwee’s leadership. It is 
necessary to further contextualize the project to internationalize the South Seas 
Society’s identity against the backdrop of broader developments within the Chinese 
intellectual community in order to understand its true nature and limitations. 
 
The Marginalization of the Chinese Intellectual Community and Strategic Responses 
By the early 1970s, the use of the Chinese language as a medium of 
instruction in schools was already in decline under the “state-managed” educational 
system conceptualized by the ruling PAP government.25 The emphasis placed on the 
utilitarian value of the English language in the name of national interests since it was 
                                                 
24 From the Singapore side, four papers were published in JSSS 57/58 (Jun. 2004), with one other paper 
published in Asian Culture (亚洲文化 Yazhou wenhua) (AC) 27 (Jun. 2003). For more information on 
the project, refer also to the 2000 HWBG in JSSS 55 (Dec. 2000), pp. 207-208; 2001 HWBG in JSSS 
56 (Dec. 2002), p. 169; and 2003 HWBG in JSSS 57/58 (Jun. 2004), p. 170. The Penang discussions 
were additionally featured in a number of newspapers, including Zhongguobao (中国报), 16 Dec. 
2000, and Guanghua ribao (光华日报), 17 and 19 Dec. 2000 (all newspaper articles from the Gwee 
Yee Hean Collection). 
25 S. Gopinathan, “Education”, in A History of Singapore, eds. Ernest C.T. Chew and Edwin Lee 
(Singapore: Oxford University Press, 1991), pp. 268 and 273; and C.M. Turnbull, A History of 
Singapore 1819-1988, 2nd ed. (Singapore: Oxford University Press, 1989), p. 300. 
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deemed to provide “access to superior technology… [and] to the knowledge of 
advanced countries”, as then Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew (李光耀 Li Guangyao) 
stated in 1970,26 and this was yet another nail in the coffin for Chinese language 
education. The impact of globalizing forces on the way Singapore defined its 
nationhood was additionally evident from the reverberations felt by Nanyang 
University. In the face of falling enrolment and government pressure, Nantah began to 
increasingly use English as the medium for teaching from 1975 onwards. This was 
followed by the Joint Campus Scheme, first announced in December 1977 and then 
implemented in 1978, which was a development that allowed first-year Nantah 
students to attend classes taught in English together with their University of Singapore 
counterparts, a move which, as S. Gopinathan has put it, “effectively turned Nanyang 
into an English-medium institution”.27 As a culmination of all these developments, 
the PAP government merged Nantah with the University of Singapore in 1980 to 
create the National University of Singapore, an occurrence which pained numerous 
Nantah alumni who “felt like our mother had passed away”.28 Wang Gungwu has 
described this final event in relation to Southeast Asian studies in Singapore, but his 
observation that “the Chinese-language track was marginalised” was indeed 
applicable to Chinese education as a whole.29
 
                                                 
26 Gopinathan, “Education”, p. 278. 
27 Ibid., p. 282. Refer also to Chua Soon Chai, “Politics of Higher Education: The PAP and Nantah, 
1965-1980”, unpublished B.Soc.Sci. thesis, Department of Political Science, National University of 
Singapore, 1985/86, pp. 59-61. 
28 “Insight – An Uphill Climb for Chinese Language”, The Straits Times (ST), 12 Oct. 2002. 
29 Wang Gungwu, “Two Perspectives of Southeast Asian Studies: Singapore and China”, in Locating 
Southeast Asia: Geographies of Knowledge and Politics of Space, eds. Paul H. Kratoska, Remco 
Raben, and Henk Schulte Nordholt (Singapore: Singapore University Press, 2005), p. 74. 
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The advent of bilingualism further contributed to the marginalization of the 
Chinese intellectual community in Singapore because it essentially reduced the role of 
the Chinese language as a medium of instruction and communication. This was 
evident from the PAP government’s longest-lasting campaign, the Speak Mandarin 
Campaign.30 First launched on 7 September 1979, the rationale for the move lay in 
the opening up of China and the potential of bilateral trade ties, as well as in 
providing “cultural ballast” to counter the perceived negative impact of the English 
language, which was perceived as “the gateway to decadence, liberalism, 
Westernization”. 31  Such an approach constituted part of the PAP’s definition of 
“bilingualism”, whereby English was the lingua franca and the “mother tongue” was 
determined through the ethnicity of one’s father. The impact of the Campaign was, as 
Wendy Bokhorst-Heng has put it, “one of homogenizing the Chinese community” 
because it aimed to stop the use of dialects since Mandarin was promoted as the 
officially sanctioned medium of communication alongside English for the Chinese in 
Singapore. 32  Even so, as Bokhorst-Heng observes, “The demarcations between 
private and public [spheres] were thus made very explicit”, with Mandarin being 
relegated to the status of only “the language of the private domain at home”.33
 
                                                 
30 Wendy Bokhorst-Heng, “Singapore’s Speak Mandarin Campaign: Language Ideological Debates 
and the Imagining of the Nation”, in Language Ideological Debates, ed. Jan Blommaert (Berlin and 
New York: Mouton de Gruyter, 1999), p. 244. For a brief breakdown of the different stages in the 
Campaign over the years, see “New Phase for Mandarin Campaign”, ST, 31 Oct. 1998. 
31 Bokhorst-Heng, “Singapore’s Speak Mandarin Campaign”, pp. 242-243; Gopinathan, “Education”, 
p. 283; and Turnbull, A History of Singapore, pp. 301-302. 
32 Bokhorst-Heng, “Singapore’s Speak Mandarin Campaign”, pp. 236 and 238. Refer also to Ingrid 
Glad, An Identity Dilemma: A Comparative Study of Primary Education for Ethnic Chinese in the 
Context of National Identity and Nation-building in Malaysia and Singapore (Oslo, Norway: 
Scandinavian University Press in cooperation with the Faculty of Arts, University of Oslo, 1998), p. 
92. 
33 Bokhorst-Heng, “Singapore’s Speak Mandarin Campaign”, p. 259. 
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The implementation of the Special Assistance Plan (SAP) by the PAP 
government also added to this malaise. The SAP policy, envisioned under the Report 
on the Ministry of Education of 1978, initially provided for a special programme 
(implemented in 1979) that was introduced to nine selected Chinese-medium 
secondary schools. The top eight percent of pupils entering secondary schools could 
therefore attend these SAP-designated Chinese-medium institutions, yet also be taught 
additional classes using the English language in other English-medium secondary 
schools under the Plan so as to form a bilingual Chinese elite.34 Nonetheless, the 
Chinese language was marginalized because, as Kwok Kian-Woon has observed, 
“With the SAP schools ‘preserved’, the remnants of the pre-existing Chinese school 
system dissolved.”35
 
The government’s handling of the Chinese language issue thus went hand-in-
hand with the marginalization of the Chinese intellectual community. In the first place, 
members of the community felt that they were denied equal opportunities, and as 
Gopinathan has remarked, “It became common knowledge that the English-educated 
enjoyed greater occupational opportunities and higher incomes than the Chinese-
educated”. 36  There was also concern about the policy of bilingualism since its 
association with the pragmatic objective of economic development was tied to the 
perceived loss of Chinese cultural identity.37 Additionally, the Chinese language had 
become tainted by the linkage with “Chinese chauvinism” and the politicization of the 
                                                 
34 S. Gopinathan, “Language Policy in Education: A Singapore Perspective”, in Language and Society 
in Singapore, eds. Evangelos A. Afendras and Eddie C.Y. Kuo (Singapore: Singapore University Press, 
1980.Language and Society in Singapore), p. 195. 
35  Kwok Kian-Woon, “Chinese-Educated Intellectuals in Singapore: Marginality, Memory and 
Modernity”, Asian Journal of Social Science 29,3 (2001), p. 500. 
36 Gopinathan, “Education”, p. 283. 
37 Foo Yong Shiong, “Nantah Graduates and their Construction of Identity”, unpublished B.Soc.Sci. 
Hons. thesis, Department of Sociology, National University of Singapore, 1994/95, p. 41. 
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issue meant that the Chinese intellectual community was stereotyped as leftists and 
communists and was therefore marginalized.38
 
The South Seas Society’s attempt to internationalize its identity as discussed 
earlier can be interpreted as one type of strategic response to this experience of 
marginalization. There were other organizations that adopted different kinds of 
strategies, such as the Singapore Society of Asian Studies (新加坡亚洲研究学会 
Xinjiapo Yazhou yanjiu xuehui) (SSAS) and The Tangent (圆切线 Yuanqiexian). 
 
On 16 February 1982, the SSAS was officially established, the three initiators 
of the project, Lu Zhenduan (吕振端 Ler Chin Tuan), Chen Tianqi (陈田启 Tan 
Tiang Keh), and Gu Meigao (辜美高  Kow Mei Kao/Kow Mei Kaw), having 
approached colleagues and friends in June 1981 to set up the organization.39 The 
SSAS posed a challenge to the South Seas Society on the scholarly front because of 
overlaps in their respective research fields. While the former was founded to conduct 
research on Asian culture, which ostensibly meant that its interests were not restricted 
to Southeast Asia but included countries in other parts of the Asian continent,40 its 
primary focus nevertheless revolved largely around the culture and history of the 
Chinese in Asia. In particular, there was a prominent element of the Singapore-
Malaya(sia) entity within the SSAS’s research perimeters, and as Yang has stated, the 
                                                 
38  Kwok Kian-Woon, “Chinese-Educated Intellectuals in Singapore”, pp. 505-506; and “Insight: 
Uneasy Divide”, ST, 27 Mar. 2004. 
39 For a complete list of these co-founders, see Xinjiapo Yazhou yanjiu xuehui 20 zhounian jinian tekan 
(新加坡亚洲研究学会 20 周年纪念特刊  Singapore Society of Asian Studies 20th Anniversary 
Souvenir Magazine, 1982-2002) (Singapore: Singapore Society of Asian Studies, 2002), p. 13. 
40 This all-encompassing sentiment has been stated for instance in an extremely brief contribution on 
the Singapore Society of Asian Studies (新加坡亚洲研究学会 Xinjiapo Yazhou yanjiu xuehui) (SSAS) 
and Southeast Asian studies: Peng Zhifeng (彭志凤), “Cong Yazhou wenhua tandao Xinjiapo Yazhou 
yanjiu de fangxiang (从《亚洲文化》谈到新加坡亚洲研究的方向)”, AC 3 (Apr. 1984), p. 63. 
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SSAS flagship journal that was set up in 1983, Asian Culture (亚洲文化 Yazhou 
wenhua) (AC), bore some resemblance to the post-1958 JSSS in that “Asian Culture 
[sic] ha[d] the same emphasis on the studies of Singapore and Malaya Chinese [as the 
JSSS]”. Indeed, even a cursory examination of the contents of AC is revealing: the 
articles have been mainly centred on the Xinma context.41
 
 The SSAS was able to not only rival the South Seas Society, but thrive as well. 
This was because it adapted to the changing environment in Singapore, adopting a 
formal strategy of bilingualism right from its birth. For example, equal emphasis was 
given to both the Chinese and English languages in the inaugural issue of AC, and the 
journal did not merely pay lip service to the use of English, as evident from its 
contents.42 Hence, by 1984, only two years after its founding, the SSAS had gone 
global, successfully inviting the renowned Harvard scholar, Tu Wei-ming (杜维明 Du 
Weiming), to be an advisor to the organization. It was also able to expand. A five-year 
plan was, for instance, mooted in 1987 to map out activities for the period 1987 to 
1991, including the formation of specialized sub-committees to take charge of various 
themes such as history, society, and philosophy, as well as plans for the organization 
of seminars and conferences, cultural exchange trips to destinations like Thailand, the 
Philippines, and Japan, and for various publications.43 The aggressive approach of the 
SSAS was further evident from the use of more creative methods to raise funds, like 
                                                 
41  Yang Guangxi (杨光熙  Yong Kwang Hei), “Cong Nanyang xuebao he Yazhou wenhua kan 
Dongnanya huarenshi de yanjiu (从《南洋学报》和《亚洲文化》看东南亚华人史的研究 A Survey 
of the Southeast Asian Chinese Studies through the Journal of the South Seas Society and Asian 
Culture)”, unpublished B.A. Hons. thesis, Department of Chinese Studies, National University of 
Singapore, 1997-8, pp. v-vi, 44-45, 62, 91-122, and 148-180. 
42 See the editor’s notes on contributor requirements in AC 1 (Feb. 1983), n.p. Half of the contents of 
this inaugural issue were in English. 
43 Xinjiapo Yazhou yanjiu xuehui wuzhounian jinian tekan (新加坡亚洲研究学会五周年纪念特刊 
Singapore Society of Asian Studies 5th Anniversary Souvenir Magazine, 1982-1987) (Singapore: 
Singapore Society of Asian Studies, 1987), pp. 45-46. 
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the provision for advertisements in AC to generate income.44 All this reflected the 
relatively successful response of the SSAS to the marginalization of the Chinese 
intellectual community at large because the strategic application of a bilingual 
approach enabled the organization to transcend the limitations imposed by 
governmental policies on the Chinese language. 
 
Another organization with a totally different strategic response to 
marginalization was The Tangent, which was launched in July 2000. There were 
overlaps between this organization and the SSAS. In fact, one of the latter’s co-
founders, Quah Sy Ren (柯思仁  Ke Siren), has held positions on the SSAS 
committee.45 Furthermore, most of The Tangent’s members are in their twenties and 
thirties, including Lianhe zaobao (联合早报) journalists such as Wu Xinhui (吴新玲 
Goh Sin Hwee) and Li Huiling (李慧玲 Lee Huang Leng). Kwok Kian-Woon has 
therefore suggested that the group’s founders have served as “the ‘bridge’ generation 
between the older Chinese-educated and the younger Chinese Singaporeans in their 
twenties who did not experience the Chinese school system of earlier decades” 
because they have been supported by “certain older intellectuals in the media and 
educational circles, including Nantah graduates of the late 1960s and 1970s who have 
served as their teachers and mentors”.46
 
Indeed, many of The Tangent’s members are alumni of SAP schools. As such, 
the organization is a bilingual one. Nonetheless, it aims to encourage the discussion of 
                                                 
44 For instance, see AC 17 (Jun. 1993), which contains nine pages of advertisements (pp. 237-245), and 
AC 19 (Jun. 1995), which has four pages of advertisements (n.p.). 
45 Quah was the SSAS’s Honorary Secretary from 2002 to 2004 and continues to be its Vice-President 
from 2004 to the present day (2005). 
46 Kwok Kian-Woon, “Chinese-Educated Intellectuals in Singapore”, p. 514. 
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issues of public concern in Singapore using the Chinese language, particularly in 
terms of spoken Mandarin.47 Its name was deliberately chosen to embrace its position 
on the periphery of Singapore society having been marginalized as a member 
organization among the Chinese intellectual community. As Kwok has observed, the 
word “Tangent (圆切线 Yuanqiexian)” “invokes an ironic sense of marginality and a 
yearning to break out of a circle of people or a circle of circumstances”.48  This 
celebration of marginalization has thus constituted the organization’s strategic 
response to the governmental policies that have reduced the status of the Chinese 
language. 
 
The South Seas Society’s project to internationalize its identity can therefore 
be understood as one of these types of responses to marginalization. The series of 
international conferences can be positioned as a form of re-Sinicization because in 
spite of the international scope of participation, the locations of these events were 
restricted to Greater China. Furthermore, even though both the English and Chinese 
languages were used at these events, the majority of the papers were written and 
delivered in Chinese. This was effectively a return to the China-based intellectual 
tradition of Nanyang studies spearheaded by developments at Jinan University (暨南
大学) in Shanghai (上海) that had spawned the South Seas Society in 1940. Although 
there was frequently overlapping membership between the South Seas Society and the 
                                                 
47 For more information on The Tangent and its objectives, refer to “Not Flying Off At a Tangent”, ST, 
14 Sep. 2000; “Voices from the Periphery”, ST, 7 Mar. 1999; and Ke Siren (柯思仁 Quah Sy Ren), 
“Shehui de bianchui yu xiandaixing de zhongxin: Xinjiapo huawen zhishifenzi de jinghuo (社会的边
陲与现代性的中心: 新加坡华文知识分子的境域 The Periphery of Society and the Centre of 
Modernity: Singapore’s Chinese-Language Intellectuals in Context)”, 
<http://www.arts.nie.edu.sg/clc/srquah/acad_intellect.htm>. 
48 Kwok Kian-Woon, “Chinese-Educated Intellectuals in Singapore”, p. 514. 
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SSAS,49 the former’s turn towards re-Sinicization provided a sharp contrast to the 
more moderate approach of incorporating bilingualism and localization adopted by 
the latter. The difference did not stop there but could be seen in the two organizations’ 
contrasting fortunes as well. The SSAS could already boast a membership of forty-
seven at only the second of its annual general meetings, nearly half the numbers of the 
South Seas Society’s estimated 102-strong membership in 1986, with the South Seas 
Society’s rank-and-file having been steadily on the decline since 1964.50
 
There was also a significant contrast between the South Seas Society’s 
approach of re-Sinicization and the celebration of marginalization by The Tangent. 
While the younger organization proudly wore its marginality like a medal, the older 
group refused to confront the issue, seeking a solution in expanding beyond local 
shores and ignoring the home front. Indeed, members of the South Seas Society have 
remained tip-lipped about the decline of the organization, refusing to even 
acknowledge this problem. Such silence has extended to the circumstances of the 
SSAS’s establishment. Instead of addressing the internal dynamics which prompted 
the initiators of the move to found the SSAS to refrain from joining the South Seas 
Society and proceeding to found a rival organization,51 it has been suggested that the 
                                                 
49 For instance, Gu Meigao, who was one of the three main founders of the SSAS, joined the South 
Seas Society’s council in 1996 having left the SSAS: MOM, 15 Aug. 1996, n.p. Similarly, the SSAS 
membership in 1987 included people who were at one stage or another also members of the South Seas 
Society, such as Gu, Lee Guan-kin (李元瑾 Li Yuanjin), David K.Y. Chng (庄钦永 Zhuang Qinyong), 
Leo Suryadinata (廖建裕 Liao Jianyu), Yen Ching Hwang (颜清湟 Yan Qinghuang/Yen Ching-
hwang), and Lee Ting Hui (李廷辉  Li Tinghui/Lee Ah Chai): Xinjiapo Yazhou yanjiu xuehui 
wuzhounian jinian tekan, pp. 82-86. This reflected the mobility among different organizations in the 
Chinese intellectual community. 
50 Xinjiapo Yazhou yanjiu xuehui wuzhounian jinian tekan, p. 40; JSSS 17,2 (1961), pp. 102-114; JSSS 
18 (1962-1963), pp. 121-128; JSSS 24 (1969), pp. 107-116; JSSS 26 (Dec. 1971), pp. 60-68; JSSS 29 
(1974), pp. 76-77; JSSS 30 (1975), pp. 81-82; JSSS 41 (1986), pp. 134-136; and “Kaituo Nanyang 
wenhua 46 nian”. 
51 Interview with Mr C, who was with the SSAS early in its history, in Jul. 2005 (conducted in 
Mandarin); and .Xinjiapo Yazhou yanjiu xuehui wuzhounian jinian tekan, p. 39. 
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SSAS simply comprised a younger generation of scholars while the South Seas 
Society represented their older counterparts.52 An alternative rationale which has been 
proffered has been that the SSAS was set up because the South Seas Society had 
gotten into trouble with the PAP government during the 1970s.53 This claim is not 
convincing because there has been no evidence that the South Seas Society openly 
clashed with the state apparatus. Indeed, the only individual member who openly 
criticized the Singapore government, and who was arrested under the Internal Security 
Act on 2 May 1971, was the Nanyang Siang Pau (南洋商报 Nanyang shangbao) 
journalist, Ly Singko (李星可 Li Xingke), who in any case did not play a major role 
influencing the direction which the Society’s activities took. 
 
Other than their influence on the shaping of Singapore’s nationhood and the 
consequent marginalization of the Chinese intellectual community, globalizing forces 
additionally provide a backdrop against which the South Seas Society’s re-
Sinicization effort can be contextualized because of their presence within the 
discourse on Greater China.54 For instance, one of the key aspects of this discourse 
has been the cultural dimension, namely, the debate about a “global Chinese culture”. 
It is especially noteworthy that intellectuals based in Western countries have weighed 
in on this issue, a reflection of its importance on the global stage as well as of the 
                                                 
52 Interviews with Gwee Yee Hean (9 Jul. 2005); Chen Rongzhao (陈荣照 Tan Eng Chaw), 11 Jun. 
2005 (conducted in Mandarin); and Gu Meigao (辜美高 Kow Mei Kao/Kow Mei Kaw), 29 Jun. 2005 
(conducted in Mandarin). 
53 Interview with Mr B, Jun. 2005 (conducted in Mandarin). Mr B, who was involved with the SSAS 
very early on, gave a rather vague response and insisted on not elaborating further. 
54 There is a special issue of The China Quarterly which discusses the Greater China discourse: 136 
(Dec. 1993). David Shambaugh’s “Introduction: The Emergence of ‘Greater China’” (pp. 653-659), 
Harry Harding’s “The Concept of ‘Greater China’: Themes, Variations and Reservations” (pp. 660-
686), and Wang Gungwu’s “Greater China and the Chinese Overseas” (pp. 926-948) are particularly 
useful as guides to this discourse. Wang’s article has also been reprinted in his book, Don’t Leave 
Home: Migration and the Chinese (Singapore: Times Academic Press, 2001; reprint ed., Singapore: 
Eastern Universities Press, 2003). 
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hybrid nature of the Greater China discourse as a whole. Indeed, one needs to look no 
further for evidence than The Living Tree: The Changing Meaning of Being Chinese 
Today project spearheaded by Tu Wei-ming of Harvard University. Originally 
consisting of a special issue (Spring 1991) of Daedalus: The Proceedings of the 
American Academy of Arts and Sciences, the compilation of essays comprising this 
volume was subsequently published in the form of a book by Stanford University 
Press.55
 
Re-Sinicization Sixty Years On 
 In 2000, the South Seas Society organized various activities to celebrate its 
sixtieth anniversary. These included talks and exhibitions, as well as a public 
seminar.56 The main highlight of the proceedings, however, was an event held in 
Beijing (北京), that is, an “International Conference on Southeast Asia in the New 
Millennium (面向 21 世纪的东南亚 Mianxiang 21 shiji de Dongnanya)” that took 
place from 7 to 9 September. Jointly organized by the Society and two institutions 
belonging to Beijing University (北京大学 Beijing daxue, also popularly known as 北
大 Beida), the Academy of Oriental Studies (东方学研究院 Dongfangxue yanjiuyuan) 
and the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies (东南亚研究所 Dongnanya yanjiusuo), 
the conference saw seventy-six participants delivering a total of sixty-five papers, 
with the majority of the scholars hailing from mainland China despite the 
                                                 
55 Tu Wei-ming ed., The Living Tree: The Changing Meaning of Being Chinese Today (Stanford, 
California: Stanford University Press, 1994). Bibliographic notes are available on p. v of this volume. 
A brief but highly negative critique of The Living Tree is available in Ien Ang, On Not Speaking 
Chinese: Living between Asia and the West (London and New York: Routledge, 2001), pp. 40-44. 
Refer also to chapter one of this dissertation. 
56 For a brief summary of the events, see the 2000 HWBG in JSSS 55 (Dec. 2000), p. 208. A report on 
the seminar is also available from: “Women buneng meiyou guoqu (我们不能没有过去)”, LZ, 10 Jul. 
2000. 
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participation of others from Taiwan, the United States, Holland, Singapore, Malaysia, 
Indonesia, Thailand, Vietnam, and the Philippines. 
 
The event was also seen as a renewal of ties with the Academy of Oriental 
Studies because the Academy had in fact been set up by one of the co-founders of the 
South Seas Society, the late Yao Nan (姚楠T.L. Yao/Yao Tse-liang/Yao Tsu Liang), 
who had been involved in the establishment of the Society in March 1940 after 
migrating from China to Singapore and who had then founded the Academy’s earliest 
incarnation even prior to its merger into Beida, the Oriental Languages School (东方
语专 Dongfang yuzhuan) in Chongqing (重庆), after fleeing to China from Singapore 
in the face of the Japanese invasion. These China roots of the Society were 
deliberately highlighted by the organizers, who invited Yao Nan’s eldest daughter, 
Yao Yanyan (姚燕燕), to deliver a speech at the conference.57
 
The conference re-affirmed the role of Gwee Yee Hean as the prime mover 
behind the South Seas Society’s activities from the 1970s onwards. Indeed, Gwee’s 
personal connections have been arguably responsible for the South Seas Society’s 
continued existence, as evident from the fact that he was the liaison between the 
                                                 
57 Refer to the Society’s report in: JSSS 55 (Dec. 2000), pp. 203-206; and see also Gwee Yee Hean’s 
article, “Professor Ji Xianlin and the South Seas Society”, in the same volume, especially p. 1. Similar 
sentiments have been expressed regarding the Society’s close links with various institutions in China 
and Taiwan as well as concerning the role of China as the spiritual birthplace of the Society. The 
former have been attributed to the Society’s roots as part of the China-based intellectual tradition of 
Nanyang studies (南洋研究 Nanyang yanjiu) according to Chen Rongzhao (interview on 11 Jun. 
2005). As for the latter sentiments regarding China’s role, they have been expressed for example by 
members like Guan Ruifa [关瑞发  Kwan Swee Huat], a rank-and-file member (conversation in 
Mandarin with Guan on 24 Aug. 2003. He subsequently declined to grant a formal interview). 
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Society and the other co-organizers of the Beijing event.58 Since he has held fairly 
high ranking appointments, including serving as the Chief Executive Director of the 
Industrial and Commercial Bank, Singapore (1983-1988), he has also played a key 
role in procuring sponsorship and donations for the Society. The observation has 
therefore been made that although Gwee has exercised an authoritarian form of 
leadership, stepping down only recently in 2002, no one else has been willing to 
invest as much time and energy in the Society’s activities as he has done.59 Gwee’s 
domination of one of the oldest organizations among the Chinese intellectual 
community in Singapore for about three decades is ironic considering that he was 
never educated at a school which relied on the Chinese language as the chief medium 
of instruction. An alumnus of St Anthony’s Boys School in Singapore, he obtained his 
Bachelor of Arts with honours, Master of Arts, and Ph.D. degrees from the University 
of London, whereas his Diploma in Education was conferred by the University of 
Malaya. His linkages to Chinese education have instead taken the form of 
professional ties since he taught at the Chinese High School (华侨中学 Huaqiao 
zhongxue) and Nantah.60
 
                                                 
58 The close links between Gwee and Beida have been signified by the publication in 2000 of a 
festschrift compiled and edited by two Beida professors from the Academy of Oriental Studies in 
celebration of Gwee’s 70th birthday (Gwee had been born in 1929) which was in fact published in 
Beijing by the Beida university press: Chen Yan (陈炎), and Chen Yulong (陈玉龙), eds., Wei 
Weixian qishi huadan lunweiji (魏维贤七十华诞论文集) (Beijing: Beijing daxue chubanshe, 2000). 
59 Conversation with Mr A, Jun. 2005 (conducted in Mandarin). Mr A is a long-time South Seas 
Society member. However, he declined to grant a formal interview. 
60 Sources for Gwee’s bio-data have included: Chinese Overseas Homepage, Chinese Library, National 
University of Singapore, <http://www.lib.nus.edu.sg/chz/chineseoverseas/>; “When Traditions Come 
and Go”, ST, 27 Jan. 2001; “Dr Gwee Yee Hean: Independently Minded”, Singapore Tatler 9,107 (Aug. 
1991), p. 46; Who’s Who in Malaysia and Singapore 1983-84, vol. 2 (Petaling Jaya, Malaysia: Who’s 
Who Publications Sdn Bhd, 1983), p. 110; and interviews with Gwee Yee Hean, 9 Jul. 2005 and 13 
Mar. 2004. 
 105
Gwee’s background provides room for additional irony when one considers 
the approach of re-Sinicization adopted by the South Seas Society because of the 
marginalization of the Chinese intellectual community. Such a strategic response to 
the effects of marginalization essentially comprised an expansion beyond local shores 
by looking towards Greater China. While this re-Sinicization approach cemented the 
Society’s ties with its Chinese counterparts and whilst the global discourse on Greater 
China was certainly of a hybrid nature, the Society’s policy did not in itself constitute 
a new identity which was sufficiently distinctive and exciting so as to arrest the 
organization’s decline and facilitate its rejuvenation. As of 2000, there were sixty-
three members based in Singapore with thirty members in other countries, a fairly 
small number considering the Society’s long history. The majority of the 
appointment-holders were retired scholars who hoped that there would be “a younger 
generation to take over the task of Nanyang research”. 61  This, however, has not 
materialized. 
                                                 





The South Seas Society has been proud to proclaim that it has been a 
“community-based scholarly society (民间学术团体 minjian xueshu tuanti)”. Indeed, 
Gwee Yee Hean (魏维贤 Wei Weixian), who has been the most dominant personality 
throughout the Society’s history by virtue of his firm headship of the organization for 
almost half of its existence, has gone to the extent of publicly expressing such 
sentiments by declaring that the Society’s research directions and methods “have not 
been influenced at all” by political developments and events.1 The Society and its 
leadership have thus taken great pains to place emphasis on the organization’s 
autonomy. 
 
Nevertheless, such a description has not been entirely accurate. It is true that 
the prime objective of the Society has always been to conduct and publish research on 
the Nanyang (南洋), and this has been reflected in the organization’s names through 
the constant usage of the phrases “South Seas Society” in English and “Nanyang 
xuehui (南洋学会  Nanyang scholarly society)” in Chinese despite occasional 
modifications over the years. Additionally, if the yardstick for defining the Society’s 
independence were to be restricted to a one-dimensional financial perspective, the 
organization’s precarious situation throughout the decades has certainly been 
manifested for example in the lack of permanent premises with only a Post Office 
                                                 
1 Gwee’s speech during the conference held in Beijing (北京) which served as the main highlight of the 
Society’s sixtieth anniversary celebrations: Wei Weixian (魏维贤), and Zhang Yuan (张玉安), eds., 
“Mianxiang 21 shiji de Dongnanya”: guoji xueshu yantaohui lunwenji (面向 21 世纪的东南亚: 国际
学术研讨会论文集) (Beijing: Jingji ribao chubanshe, 2001), p. 7. Refer also to the foreword of the 
book, especially p. 1, and to Minutes of South Seas Society Meetings (Handwritten in Chinese) (South 
Seas Society Collection) (MOM), 13 Mar. 1999 and 20 Aug. 1999, n.p. 
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Box number, as well as in the continual reliance on sponsorship and donations in 
order to survive. Even so, the direction which it has taken and its activities have not 
remained static, having been influenced by changing circumstances. The fact is that 
the Society has not existed in isolation and the claim to independence therefore cannot 
be extended to encompass autonomy from the impact of transformations in the local 
and global environments since the organization’s birth in 1940. This is clear from the 
shifts in orientation which the Society underwent during different periods in its 
history. These changes included the transformation of the organization’s identity from 
one with a Nanyang core to another with a Singapore-Malaya(sia) (新马 Xinma) 
focus, a change which was subsequently followed by the move beyond local shores as 
manifested in the foray into the international arena through the organization of 
conferences with foreign institutions. They took place against the larger backdrop of 
various events on both the local and global stages. My dissertation has addressed such 
developments through the lenses of hybridity and globalization, concepts which have 
been particularly useful in facilitating a better understanding of the Society’s 
evolution. 
 
Hybridity was a feature of the South Seas Society’s identity during the first 
two stages of its history, from 1940 to 1958 and from 1958 to 1971. This contributed 
to the vibrancy and multi-dimensional character of the organization, a fact which has 
been obfuscated by the financial struggles that it underwent and its claim to be an 
independent body concerned only with academic matters. Indeed, the period from 
1940 to 1958 saw the Society possessing a distinctive Nanyang identity that was 
hardly monolithic. A Nanyang-China duality characterized the organization’s birth 
and early years (1940-1945) because it was both an heir to a China tradition of 
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research and writing on the Nanyang, which itself was Japanese-inspired, and a scion 
of the Nanyang since it was born in the heart of the region under the auspices of the 
Singapore-based Sin Chew Jit Poh (星洲日报 Xingzhou ribao). The maintenance of 
emotional ties with the Chinese homeland was evident from the fact that when war 
broke out, China became not only a base of operations for the Society’s activities, but 
a spiritual refuge in times of trouble as well. It is significant that the founding 
members who fled from the Nanyang in the face of the Japanese onslaught chose 
Chongqing (重庆), China’s war-time capital, as their destination. 
 
While the existence of a Nanyang core in the Society’s orientation was 
maintained during the post-war years, from 1946 to 1958, the nature of this centre 
underwent further hybridization with the decision to base the organization 
permanently in the region. There was a consequent weakening of the umbilical chord 
linking the Society to China and a gradual identification of the Nanyang with the 
Western conceptualization of Southeast Asia. Additionally, a regional form of 
globalization came into being with the South Seas Society’s increasing contact with 
the Western colonial scholar-officials of the Malayan Branch of the Royal Asiatic 
Society (MBRAS), further adding to the hybridization at work on the South Seas 
Society’s Nanyang identity. Such regional globalization was, however, the final 
ingredient to the Society’s identity during its Nanyang phase because internal strife 
resulted in the removal of Xu Yunqiao, “the last of the Mohicans” in terms of the 
active involvement of the organization’s founding members. 
 
 The years from 1958 to 1971 constituted a second stage in the Society’s 
history, one which similarly featured both hybridity as a feature of the organization’s 
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direction and the impact of globalization on its activities as well. This was manifested 
in the emergence of a Singapore-Malaya(sia) (新马 Xinma) flavour to the Society’s 
orientation. Yet, the existence of such an identity did not mean that the organization 
became isolated from the broader Southeast Asian context. Indeed, there was a 
Xinma-Southeast Asia dimension to the Singapore-Malaya(sia) focus, and this 
hybridization was manifested in, for example, both the Society’s Nanyang University 
(南洋大学 Nanyang daxue or Nantah [南大 Nanda]) connection and the impact of the 
global advent of Southeast Asian studies on the organization. Furthermore, the 
response to the changing local situation through the creation of a Xinma identity took 
place simultaneously with a move further down the road of globalization with Wang 
Gungwu’s (王赓武 Wang Gengwu) contribution to the Journal of the South Seas 
Society (南洋学报  Nanyang xuebao) (JSSS). The Society’s participation in the 
construction of a Singaporean nation provided yet another dimension to the 
hybridized Singapore-Malaya(sia) orientation that now formed the core of the 
organization’s identity. 
 
 A third stage in the Society’s history, from 1971 onwards, was marked by the 
impact of post-colonial globalization as the defining feature which shaped the 
organization’s activities. This period saw the attempt by the Society under the 
leadership of Gwee Yee Hean to expand beyond local shores through the organization 
of a series of conferences in the international arena. Such a move essentially 
constituted a project to internationalize the organization’s identity, and it took place as 
a response to the changing local and global environments. The forces of globalization 
exerted an influence on this search for a new direction because they determined the 
path which Singapore travelled as a nation-state. Governmental policies reflected the 
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priority of plugging into the global economy, and the consequent emphasis on the use 
of the English language and on bilingualism led to the marginalization of the Chinese 
intellectual community in Singapore. The South Seas Society’s foray into the 
international arena was thus one of several strategic responses to such 
marginalization, yet the approach adopted by the organization was essentially one of 
re-Sinicization given the Greater China flavour of the international conferences which 
it held. While this was effectively a case of the Society harking back to the China-
based intellectual tradition of Nanyang studies (南洋研究 Nanyang yanjiu) from 
which it had been spawned, there were in fact hybridizing forces at work in the 
background because the Greater China discourse on the global scene was a hybrid of 
various elements which included contributions to the debate about a “global Chinese 
culture” by intellectuals in Western countries. Re-Sinicization, the most important 
theme and project in the Society’s history from 1971 to 2000, eventually culminated 
in the main highlight of the Society’s sixtieth anniversary celebrations, a conference 
in Beijing (北京) co-organized with institutions affiliated with Beijing University (北
京大学 Beijing daxue or 北大 Beida). 
 
The history of the South Seas Society from 1940 to 2000 can therefore be 
examined as a means of illustrating the existence and influence of hybridity and 
globalization, both of which have not been recent phenomena but have had long 
histories. The historical nature of hybridizing and globalizing forces has additionally 
been clear not only from the various milestones in the Society’s past, but also from 
the linkages between the organization and the broader developments that influenced 
the course of its identity orientation. The Society’s fairly long history, from its pre-
war birth in 1940, has thus served as a prism to position hybridity and globalization 
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within the context of the events which have dominated much of the twentieth century 
both locally and globally. 
 
Cultural critics such as Ien Ang have problematized the notion of the “Chinese 
diaspora”, stressing the implicit association of the term with a Chinese homeland. 
They have instead argued that there are many paths to comprehending what it means 
to be Chinese. The concept of hybridity contextualized within the framework of a 
contemporary global age has therefore functioned as ammunition for the 
deconstruction of the Chinese diasporic world. While such an approach has 
contributed to our understanding of Chinese identity, there is a need to position the 
processes of hybridization and globalization against a historical backdrop because 
these processes should not be understood only as tools for the theoretical discussion 
of Chineseness. This dissertation has sought to answer the calls by Arif Dirlik and 
Antony Hopkins to ground hybridizing and globalizing influences within a historical 
context. The history of the South Seas Society, a Chinese fragment in Singapore, has 
therefore served as a case study to historicize hybridity and globalization. 
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